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Abstract 
 
This project investigates predominant attitudes towards nature that have existed throughout time in 
Western societies. The concept of “nature” has been influenced by historical, social and cultural 
circumstances and additionally is shaped by subjective emotions. Therefore, “nature” has different 
meanings and becomes a complex matter. We aim at getting a closer understanding of what “nature” 
actually is, by looking on how people in the past have construed that term. Nature as such does not 
exist, since its meaning is attached to beliefs and emotions. 
We cover the dimensions “Philosophy and Science” and “History and Culture”, as our method is 
determined by operating with relevant concepts, namely nature, human beings and society, of which 
we analyse the understanding via historical, both primary and secondary sources.  
 
 
 
 
 
Abstrakt 
 
Denne opgave har for mål at definere begrebet 'Natur' fra et vestligt syn. Vi har undersøgt dette 
begreb via historiske, filosofiske og litterære kilder, endvidere defineret 'natur' som værende et 
koncept udformet ikke kun af historisk baggrund, men også individuel, emotionel og 
samfundsrelateret. Af samme årsag har vi kunne konstatere at 'natur' som begreb ikke kan blive 
defineret endegyldigt, men kan rumme forskellige betydninger for det enkelte menneske. Dette på 
trods, kan man selvfølgelig se hvilket syn der har været mest dominerende i forskellige tider.  
Vi har dækket dimensionerne 'Philosophy & Science' og 'History & Culture' da vores metode har 
været at arbejde med relevante koncepter: natur, mennesket og samfundet – hvis forståelse vi har 
analyseret via primære og sekundære historiske kilder. 
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INTRODUCTION 
"We ate the birds. We ate them. We wanted their songs to 
flow up our throats and burst out of our mouths, and so we ate them. 
We wanted their feathers to bud from our flesh. 
We wanted their wings, we wanted to fly as they did, soar freely among the treetops and the clouds, 
and so we ate them. 
…but it was no use, we couldn't sing, not effortlessly as they do, we can't fly, not without smoke 
and metal… 
We're ankle-deep in blood, and all because we ate the birds, we ate them a long time ago, when we 
still had power to say no."  
(Margaret Atwood 2006: 127-128) 
When we first started reflecting on the concept of nature, we asked ourselves: Did we “eat the 
birds” in order to fulfil some unrealistic desires? Did we use nature as a resource for self-
enrichment, destroying it, but not being aware of our dependency on it? The poem deals with the 
current human relation to nature in a skeptical way. We, as human beings have desires, which often 
reflect a longing for something better or greater. The satisfaction of this apparently endless yearning 
relies, to a significant extent, on the usage of finite natural resources. Our dependency on the natural 
environment has given rise to reflect on our relationship towards nature more in depth. We in the 
group have found indications that people have an awareness of their current relation to their natural 
environment, which is for example illustrated in the above lines. When we come to think about this 
relationship we would rather describe it as problematic. 
Today's environmental situation marks the departure point of our project. We as human beings are 
dependent on nature. But are we always aware of that? Today, in our society it sometimes seems 
that we in our everyday life use the natural resources, without taking into account that they are 
limited and that an overuse or pollution of the environment in the end might bring about harmful 
consequences. We tend to see our technology as a means for gaining more freedom of and control 
over our natural environment. Nevertheless it will never fully free us humans from our dependency 
on nature.  
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In this respect we asked ourselves: What is “nature” actually? When we reflected upon this question 
we encountered a variety of different ideas. We found out that they are shaped by emotions and 
social and cultural circumstances.  
Hence, we discovered that attitudes play a role in the way we relate to nature. This is why this 
project will reflect on attitudes towards nature that have been dominant throughout time. To get a 
fuller apprehension of how people have related to and conceived of “nature” should help us to get a 
fuller understanding of what “nature” is.  
Nevertheless we will of course make use of the term “nature” in our project. But since the terminus 
itself does not refer back to just one specific thing, some clarification is needed to dispel possible 
arising uncertainties in our project. Therefore we include here a small explanation in what way we 
will make use of the word “nature”.  
Nature is a word, which meaning is often assumed as being obvious, but in the course of time many 
different and often vague meanings have accumulated (Glacken,1967:xiv). In our quest to 
understand what nature is and how one comes to understand it, we have a preliminary concern, 
namely how to use the word nature in a precise way without knowing what it means. To settle this 
contradiction we will here propose a dominant, not necessarily the true or most deep, meaning of 
the word, which we are also going to use through the report. That is when describing for an example 
human‟s relation to nature. Nature is “perhaps the most complex word in the language (Williams in 
Sutton 2004:19), nevertheless we can identify three main areas of meaning that have developed 
over time and still exist today. Those are “Nature as the essential quality of something”, “Nature as 
the inherent force” and “Nature as the material world itself, taken as either including or not 
including human beings” (Williams in Sutton 2004:19).  
We are going to use the word nature in the last sense as a “thing-like entity - nature as a series of 
landscapes or simply as scenery” (Evans in Sutton 2004:19); synonymous with the physical or 
natural environment which has also (gradually) become the dominant meaning since the 
seventeenth century.  
Although our curiosity arose from the current relation humans have to nature, we do not aim at 
giving suggestions of how an ideal relationship towards nature should be. In this report we will 
depict a selection of predominant attitudes toward nature. In order to make the complex matter of 
various attitudes more comprehensible, we structured our project into four chapters. Each one of 
them presents predominant attitudes towards nature linked by a shared theme: 1) “Nature as a 
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Machine” 2) “Nature as Divine” 3) “Nature as Freedom” 4) “Nature as an Organism”. These 
chapters should not be regarded as strictly separated categories, because attitudes are complex and 
thus can contain ideas belonging to more than one of the generalized themes. We have chosen to 
include a short historical overview in the appendix, as the chapters will not be arranged 
chronologically. Furthermore an elaboration on the concept of an attitude is added, as attitudes play 
a crucial role in our way of approaching the understanding of nature. In the end a final discussion 
will reflect on our foregoing findings.  
 
PROBLEMDEFINITION 
We all have a certain idea about what the term nature means to us. Certain feelings, thoughts, and 
images arise in ourselves when we come to think about it and together these create our perception 
of something we name “nature”. There exists a variety of such differing notions, which makes it 
impossible to refer to the nature itself. Two persons can have a conversation about nature and yet 
talk about two completely different ideas.  
Our small notions of nature can be radically contradicting and unfixed among people, within the 
same person and also across time. Each one of our notions can be wrong, but we will never find 
which one is the right and true one. This fact is substantiated if we look back in history, where we 
find different eras supporting different dominating ideas about nature. Within those eras the vast 
majority believed their view on nature to be exclusively right. But various eras have brought 
forward completely different radical views. One perception of nature was replaced by another one, 
every single one considered to be the right one.  
We humans use nature, control nature to a certain extent, and are (as living beings) in a mutual 
relation with it, but we fail in totally explaining it. We are not able to define nature as a whole, 
because we need to refer to specific apparent objects in order to understand things. This is why we 
can just point towards distinct objects like a tree, a squirrel, or a leaf, which are all things we can 
unambiguously link to nature. When we talk about nature we often put it in relation to civilization. 
For example we call something natural in the sense of being unspoiled; so to speak less civilized. 
But we never have a clear understanding of nature itself detached and isolated from particular 
objects, which we can clearly identify or define. This makes us question nature‟s existence. 
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Since the term nature does not entail the object of a whole nature we could refer to, what then does 
it describe?  None of our concepts can approach nature in a neutral way, for they are always based 
on personal attitudes. Our attitudes are complex, because they are composed of values, emotions, 
rational thoughts, and influenced by cultural backgrounds. That is why there have existed and still 
exist so many opposing concepts of nature. 
Having clarified these aspects and in view of the fact that we deal with an elusive matter, our 
project aims at coming closer to an answer to the following question: How do we humans come to 
understand nature? 
Sub Questions: 
What is nature? Does nature exist? What are the concepts humans have about nature? What has led 
to changes in the attitudes towards nature throughout history?  
                                                         Methodology 
As mentioned in the problem definition, we all have a notion about nature, but when we are asked 
to make it explicit, it becomes very complex. We try to get a closer understanding of what nature is, 
by reflecting on the attitudes towards nature that have existed in the past. Attitudes are shaped by 
cultural and social circumstances and can be said to have history. Therefore this project approaches 
the problem by applying a historical perspective. We use historical sources and furthermore 
interpretations of the past by historians to get an insight in what may have shaped the attitudes 
towards nature. We will focus on predominant attitudes in previous times, which we will depict in a 
simplified way. There “pure” attitudes we introduce are not an exact reproduction of reality, but 
making things humble or more radical helps us to understand the essential content lying behind 
such dominant attitudes. We investigate a diversity of attitudes towards nature from a meta-view, 
taking into account implied beliefs, emotions and cultural circumstances, as this perspective should 
provide us with a fuller understanding of what nature is. If we try to make it explicit what is, there is 
a tendency to place it in opposition to what it is not. So when we investigate different views on 
nature, we consequently end up touching also upon notions about and attitudes towards society and 
human nature. Thus, the three ontological dimensions cannot be looked upon separately and we aim 
at reflecting on each one of them, which makes the matter rather complex. They mutually influence 
each other, and attitudes towards nature usually imply also a corresponding attitude towards human 
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nature and society. In a simplified way we can describe talking about nature as talking about 
everything. Still, the focus will lie on the concept of nature. 
We approach this problem in a philosophical manner, by distinguishing between these philosophical 
categories, i.e. human beings, society and nature to simplify in order to be able to approach the 
concept that takes centre position in our project, namely the concept of nature. Of course the 
categories are no fixed and stable entities. The lines human beings have drawn between themselves, 
society and nature are often rather arbitrary and it is obvious that they intermingle. Nevertheless this 
simplification helps us to explain the matter. The same is true for the chapter‟s headlines found in 
the project. We do not consider the chapters “Nature as a Machine”, “Nature as Divine”, “Nature as 
Freedom” and “Nature as an Organism” as isolated boxes. We have decided to use these 
demarcations to make it easier for us and the reader to grasp the essential attitudes that are depicted 
in each of the four sections. On the one hand they constitute distinct attitudes in themselves, but 
nevertheless they also overlap with other views. We are aware that a simplification has the 
disadvantage to neglect other factors that may also be involved. We do not aim at finding an 
ultimate truth. Our methodological approach is determined by identifying predominant attitudes 
towards nature in former times and hence come to a fuller understanding, but not an absolute 
understanding. As attitudes are elusive, the best we can do is to come to a comprehension of some 
elements that take a crucial role in these attitudes towards nature and the relationship between the 
concept of nature, society and human beings. This project tries to get a closer understanding of what 
nature is by grasping the attitudes towards it by looking at different historical sources from 
philosophers, historians, and works of art. Both primary and secondary sources are included. We 
consider the branches of art and philosophy as the most appropriate means to get an understanding 
of our subject, since the former constitutes a science that deals with subjects of knowledge, reality, 
and existence and the latter offers access to emotional notions, which can give an impression of 
people‟s inner states. 
Central to our project is the investigation of the belief systems regarding nature that have existed in 
the past. Therefore, we apply a Cultural Historical approach. 
If we reflect on the methods described above we encounter some limitations. Attitudes bear history 
and are the result of a complex interaction of experiences, beliefs, and emotions. They may 
contradict each other, and / or be unconscious. To reconstruct the whole attitude(s) is not possible, 
which we acknowledge. But we can shed some light on dominant aspects of attitudes. Furthermore, 
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when studying history or cultural history we are confronted with the problem that we rely on 
sources, as we are not eyewitnesses of the past. We cannot provide a full or holistic account of the 
past. As Spalding and Parker argue, “elite groups' ideas, attitudes and beliefs were much more fully 
documented than those of other social groups” (Spalding and Parker 2007: 126). But as we aim at 
identifying predominant attitudes towards nature, this problem confronts us to a lesser degree. 
Nevertheless the acknowledgement that reality is more than we can depict in this report is 
important, and we are aware of that. Additionally, we can never be certain that our understanding of 
the past is the true one. Spalding and Parker have put it like this: “[…] there is a distinction between 
the past and a description of it.” (Spalding and Parker 2007: 1). But instead of exposing all our 
findings to relativism, we claim to have found some sufficient evidence for these. A certain degree 
of doubt will nevertheless remain. 
Delimitation 
Due to the limited scope of out project we have decided to only focus on people‟s attitudes towards 
nature found in Western societies. We are aware though that there exist different perceptions in 
other cultures. Although we only deal with the Western society, we think that the attitudes we 
introduce here might not exclusively be found in Western culture. Furthermore we will just be able 
to represent the relevant historical contexts on a limited scale, for we would otherwise go beyond 
the limits of our project.  
                                                           Dimensions 
The above description of our methodology might already have made clear what dimensions will be 
covered in this project. Our project is anchored in the dimensions of Philosophy & Science and 
History & Culture. 
We approach our problem definition by operating with central concepts relevant to our topic. This is 
a philosophical method. Furthermore we aim at getting a deeper and clearer understanding of the 
concept of nature. By means of analysing the philosophies of scholars from the past we hope to 
acquire some knowledge concerning our problem definition. Therefore we cover Philosophy and 
Science. History & Culture is covered in so far as the concept of nature is a construction which has 
changed over time and can be said to vary among different times and cultural circumstances. We 
use history as a resource to get a closer understanding of what nature is. Art, an expression of 
culture is included to reveal attitudes of former times. Besides primary sources from different eras, 
we consult the work done by historians. 
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NATURE AS A MACHINE 
 
"Humans believe themselves free of fear when there is no longer anything unknown. 
This has determined the path of demythologization, of enlightenment, which equates 
the living with the nonliving as myth had equated the nonliving with the living. 
Enlightenment is a mythical fear radicalised. The pure immanence of positivism, its 
ultimate product, is nothing other than a form of universal taboo. Nothing is allowed 
to remain outside, since the mere idea of the "outside" is the real source of fear." 
(Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002: 11) 
 
This chapter will investigate the attitude towards nature that sees it as purely mechanical. A 
mechanical understanding of nature was dominating in the time of the Enlightenment. The 
Enlightenment was a period of Western thought and culture during approximately the years of the 
end of the 17th century far into the 18th. Within this period, a scientification of things replaced the 
former rather dogmatic approach to explain things. Enthusiasm for progress was born namely 
because of the increase of scientifical rationality. A positivistic rationalism occurred when it was 
believed that the power of reason would ultimately bring us to a paradisal harmony. The more 
scientific and rational insights we obtain, the smarter we get, the better we will treat each other and 
live in peace, welfare, and harmony. One could call this the Enlightenment's way of thinking, the 
belief in rationality and reason among the philosophers of the Enlightenment.  
     A quote from Max Horkeimer & Theodor Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment is welcoming the 
introduction of the chapter. This grave fear of the unknown is what they are claiming to be the 
catalysator for mathematising and controlling nature. Who they were and what they stood for is the 
first task of this chapter to fulfil. The following sections will consist of extracts from philosophical 
work from the Enlightenment that formulate its mechanical nature-view. The reason why the 
Enlightenment is relevant in our case, is that the mechanical understanding of nature occurred and 
became the attitude of the common - and therefore the dominant one. We will then elaborate on 
how the natural sciences and increasing technological development were, as part of the 
radicalisation of rational thinking, not only expressing a positivistic rationalism, but also indicating 
an underlying fear of death and the lack of control. 
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Max Horkheimer & Theodor Adorno 
 
"Enlightenment understood in its widest sense as the advance of of thought, has always aimed at  
liberating human beings from fear and installing them as masters..." (Adorno & Horkheimer 
2002:1) Enlightenment is totalitarian." (4) 
 
These quotes along with the one from the introduction seem almost provoking in their 
aggressiveness. They derive from the collective work of the German-Jewish philosopher-sociologist 
Max Horkheimer and German-born philosopher-sociologist Theodor Adorno (H&A) in Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, originally published shortly after the Second World War. In the preface of the 2002-
edition, the slightly sharp tongue is explained partly to be a result of the time in which it was 
written: nationalist socialist terror in the air shaping the social conditions. Funnily enough, as the 
Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman once stated, holocaust was not a result of pre-modern 
primitivity and barbarity, but a result of modern rationality (Bauman 1989) - it was not in spite of 
the modernity, but because of it.  
     The German and highly influential philosopher Immanuel Kant's (1724-1804) Zum Ewigen 
Frieden, tells of the faith in progress caused by the Scientific Revolution during the Enlightenment. 
Human beings were able to do so much more than before via the blooming technologisation and the 
widening of scientific repertoire. This created an expectation of the world becoming a better place, 
because it inevitably follows along when humans obtain more knowledge. However, and it need not 
only be the two World Wars standing as an example, this thesis of enlightenment can quickly be 
rejected when we look at the increasing weapon technology used to massacre in the World Wars. At 
some point one can call Holocaust an industrial genocide conducted with modern rationalism. H&A 
clearly saw a connection, and the sharp tongue towards rationalism then seems understandable. But 
they are only right about their arguments against rationality to some extend, because their work 
does not contain a full understanding of rationality. Contemporary German philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas (1929) criticized H&A for understanding the concept of rationality in a narrow and one-
sided way (Lübcke 2010: 274). Habermas speaks of rationality as something to be understood in 
different ways. Instrumental rationalism, what H&A took for granted as rationality in general, is to 
view the world as an object for technical manipulation via schematically reason out one‟s goals and 
sufficiencies (226). It is to find the best way to solve problems - reason only makes you find what is 
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most sufficient to obtain a certain goal.1. In this light, H&A saw Holocaust as a rational act, though 
it undoubtedly was an irrational act made by limited rational frames - and the technological 
knowledge helping to pursue the irrational goal of Holocaust. They never considered rationality for 
example in a communicative sense, as Habermas explains. Rationality is not a thing, but an ability 
to think in a specific way to solve things and finding out true values. It is to understand how things 
are and ought to be, this being something that is not shared by all people. Via a communicative 
rationality humans can talk together about possible disagreements and give reasons for their 
opinion, working out the best solutions together. What H&A overlooked is the fact that rationality 
is also about this mutual understanding and co-operation, as Habermas puts it, because the best way 
to gain power is via co-operation2. So, H&A's simplified and therefore erroneous understanding of 
rationality means, that they take the instrumental rationality to be the absolute without considering 
the rationality within human communication (Lübcke 2010: 274).  
     This will not be elaborated on any further, however, but it is important to note their 
simplification. What is more important to mention is where H&A are absolutely right: rationality is 
about control. Control is a key-word for this chapter, because we argue that the technologisation 
and scientification of nature was partly deriving from an urge to control nature. This will be further 
explained in the final discussion part.  
     The following sections will contain examples of philosophical work influencing and mirroring 
the mechanical attitude towards nature dominating in the time of Enlightenment.      
 
The Cartesian Dualism 
René Descartes (1596-1650) was a French philosopher who marked a crucial shift in the history of 
philosophy with a new cognition-theoretical focus. Remarkable about him was that he in fact was 
just as much of a scientific thinker as a mathematician and philosopher, famously bridging these 
entities together (Lübcke 2010: 132), aiming at creating a mathematical description of the entire 
physical universe.  
     In his highly influential magnum opus Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), in which he 
concludes the cogito-argument (I think, therefore I am), Descartes presents an ontological dualism 
between mind and body. This Cartesian dualism stands as a showdown between the Aristotelian 
teachings of substances (672), where it is believed that all objects in the world have an individual 
                                                     
1
 
2 
This knowledge is gained from a meeting with our supervisor, dated May 12th, 2011. 
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essence, and the animistic nature view of the Renaissance (310). In short, animism is the belief that 
non-human entities contain a soul analogous to humans', and that things in nature are spiritual 
beings or at least containing some kind of life principle (32). As Descartes claims, there are only 
two substances: res cogitans and res extensa (Descartes 2002: 83) - res extensa as the external world 
with all its material substances in time and space, subjected to the laws of mechanics, res cogitans 
as our consciousness, our immaterial soul as a thinking substance. Descartes was a rationalist, 
believing that human is born with 'ideas' like our reason. These inborn ideas being purely 
intellectual can be grasped via an inborn natural light that he dubs 'the light of reason' - a light under 
the laws of logic and rationality independent of our deceiving senses (Hald 2001: 27). It is out of 
this dualism that he concludes his cogito-argument (Descartes 2002: 82). 
      The interesting is now how everything bodily, our human bodies, animals and all nature 
obviously is a part of res extensa, meaning substances working as a machine, since they are under 
the laws of mechanics. This rational way of thinking was a major shift from the former one, 
understanding nature as a 'thing' with its own special essence or value. Meditations on First 
Philosophy was a part of formulating the mechanical understanding of nature that grew out of the 
Enlightenment's modern concept of nature: Nature is a piece of mechanics without purpose made 
out of quantifiable and measurable materials subject to universal laws (29). 
 
The Influence of Genesis 
The Cartesian Dualism was an echo of the Christian tradition of placing nature outside of a holy 
context, detaching it from God and to remove all kinds of metaphorical aspects of nature. The 
fundament for this thought is deeply anchored in the creation story, which is taking place in the first 
book of Genesis in the Old Testament in the bible. While talking about human, God says:  “Let 
them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and 
over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth“(Genesis 1:26).  
And afterwards, by addressing directly to human, it follows: “God said, „See, I have given you 
every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; 
you shall have them for food. “(Genesis 1:29).This shows something about the control of nature, 
since humans have the blessing of God to rule over nature and all the creatures which are a part of 
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it.3 The task of care-taking and ruling over the earth was thus consigned to the human beings by 
God what among other things led to an anthropocentric world-view; meaning that human is in the 
centre of all meaning. First of all, this interpretation of Genesis draws a borderline between God and 
nature, between the meaningful and the meaningless. A dualism between human and nature, since 
only humankind is blessed by God and is “created […] in his image, in the image of God he created 
them; male and female he created them.” (Genesis 1:27). In addition to that, God creates the world, 
so he is neither identical to it nor a part of it. This can be seen as a complete opposite to animism, 
where there are souls to find in nature, towards which we thus have to show the same respect as to 
other things meaning a lot to us. But in this case, God is placed outside the things he has created; 
therefore he is not divine in the world, because he is not a part of the world, but transcendental. In 
the upper mentioned quote from Genesis 1:26 it can be seen that nature is created by God but not 
valuable in itself, whereas it is only human who is blessed to rule over the earth. Summing up, the 
Christian understanding of nature does the same as Plato did: it makes an abstraction from the 
concrete-sensible. The true and meaningful is not the nature we can experience with our senses. It is 
something above nature, the spiritual/ divine: God, who is ever so different from that nature we can 
experience with our senses. The consciousness, the ideal God, is ever so different from the 
meaningless nature that humans are made to rule. 
     The biblical creation account developed certain attitudes to nature which stayed existent 
throughout time; nature exists mainly as a resource, human beings can treat it as they please and 
neither nature nor the relationship between human beings and nature are sacred (Passmore 
1974:20). The exploitative attitude towards nature was accompanied with a hierarchic view on 
animals. Human beings, in a superior position, took the initiative to decide which animals are 
worthy to live and which are not; taking the right to differentiate between animals who can feel pain 
and animals who cannot feel pain (Snails or other small animals for example).4  
     Animals in that time were perceived as lifeless machines which could be treated as worthless 
things. Descartes even claimed that animals were only machines and their scream was not an 
expression for pain but an answer to the stroke of the clock (Bengt-Pedersen 1995:25). His pupils 
were developing his thoughts by making animal- experiments to show that their pain was just a 
                                                     
3
  This mentioned interpretation of Genesis is only one possible explanation because it was the common 
attitude towards nature during the Enlightenment, but next chapter, ”Nature as divine” introduces an alternative 
interpretation. 
4
  A further elaboration on this aspect will follow in the section about Carl von Linné and his creation of 
classifications. 
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mechanical response. As a way to show that the animal body was working like a clockwork, only 
being able to tick because of its creation by God. He created them and is thus the only reason why 
they exist; why their clock can tick.  
     The hierarchical view on animals is reflected in the way we prioritize different kind of species. 
We protect some of them via organizations like Greenpeace and try to save them by exerting 
ourselves against animal tests. Already Bacon said that “Knowledge itself is power” (Passmore 
1974:18) and “Let the human race recover that right over nature which belongs to it by divine 
bequest” (19).  
 
Immanuel Kant 
The thesis of the Enlightenment and an important fundament for human‟s attitude towards nature at 
that time, was formed by the famous philosopher Immanuel Kant  (1724-1804) who in his article 
from 1784 answers the question “What is Enlightenment?” 
     “Enlightenment is man's emergence from his self-imposed immaturity. Immaturity is the 
inability to use one's understanding without guidance from another. This immaturity is self-imposed 
when its cause lies not in lack of understanding, but in lack of resolve and courage to use it without 
guidance from another. Sapere Aude! [dare to know] "Have courage to use your own 
understanding!"--that is the motto of enlightenment.”(Kant in Pedersen 2002:22).  
     Especially the “Have courage to use your own understanding” is an evident call to the people, 
which summons them to act astronomically, as a master of their own person because only when 
human is in charge of her/his reason, he/she obtains the capacity to think freely, independently from 
all common laws, rules, and norms; “If one‟s own action is based on a general principle” (Jessen et. 
al. 2005:109). Kant‟s declaration served as a thought- provoking impulse during that time. It 
embodied an appeal to be active and use its own apprehension to become independent; to 
understand its position and its function in relation to it. As one of the most influential philosophers 
during that period of time and still today, his findings influenced human‟s attitude towards nature in 
the way that they supported the idea of exploring the unknown and to get detached from former 
norms by relying on reason. 
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John Locke 
The English philosopher and physician John Locke (1632-1704) renewed with his Theory of 
Qualities the perception of the distributions of power in nature. Things always contain primary and 
secondary qualities, in which the first are passive and “inherent in the objects themselves and our 
mental representations of these qualities resemble the qualities themselves.”(Ellis 2002:46).  The 
secondary qualities are “the qualities of sense experience […] and refer to the unknown causes of 
the kinds of sense impressions we have when we perceive things” (46). Causal Powers on the other 
hand describe the ways in which things are disposed to affect things other than the senses, and these 
qualities […] are known only indirectly through their effects on these things” (46). Furthermore 
things do not contain casual powers themselves; the latter do only lie on the outside. Locke thus 
divided between passive powers which receive changes and active ones which make changes. It was 
widely believed that inanimate nature was completely passive (61).  
     “From the perspective of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century mechanism, the objective world is 
not intrinsically active. It is a world, according to Burtt, that is “hard, cold, colorless, silent, and 
dead; a world of quantity, a world of mathematically computable motions in mechanical regularity” 
(Burtt in Ellis, 2002:60). Locke‟s philosophy of the passiveness of nature underpinned the 
widespread view of nature as being in an inferior position in relation to human. 
 
A Shift in “Beauty” 
The proceeding industrialization and development in society supported the rational attitudes 
towards nature that people had in the 17
th
 century. The mechanical view of how to treat or live in- 
rather than with nature is exemplary mirrored in the structure of gardens or “green open spaces” at 
that time. The ideal of beauty in landscape shifted heavily. “Western thought has been obsessed 
with the ideal of a garden, that paradisiacal garden from which Adam and Eve were driven.” 
(Passmore 1974:36). Here again it is evident, how strong the connection and dependency on 
Genesis actually was. Also outstanding was the convinced attitude of conquering the wild nature.  
     “‟Perfecting nature‟ is understood as imposing form on it. Man shows his unique rationality- 
identified with l’esprit géométrique (geometrical spirit) by constructing gardens on a geometrical 
plan.”(36). The natural forms or ways of growing of plants were simply “corrected” by cutting trees 
into triangles, or cones. It even happened more than often that there was a garden full of flaking 
birds, elephants or other wild animals.  
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Carl von Linné & The Structuring of Nature 
An important role in the exploring era of the time of the Enlightenment was the Swedish natural 
scientist Carl von Linné. Von Linné had the opinion that the whole nature could be grasped in 
taxonomy; the use of a science concerned with classifications, especially those of organisms and 
systematics (Oxford Dictionary). His scientific work Systema Naturae was published as the first 
edition out of twelve between 1735 and 1768. It was concerned with the trisection of nature into 
classes such as plants, animals and the mineral kingdom. Von Linné was at that time one of the first 
who classified species into ranks, sexes and classes. The piece of work through which he became 
the most famous was the two- volume Species Plantarum which was firstly published in 1753, 
stressing the naming of species. Species were attached each with two names; one for the sex and 
one for the certain specie. As an example we could look at the structuring of a certain flower, where 
Anemone stands for the sex, Nemorosa stands for the specie; meaning the white one (Damm 
2001:30). 
      Von Linné‟s works Systema Naturae and Species Plantarum constitute the historical scientific 
nomenclature in the botany as well as zoology. A nomenclature is a system for the scientific naming 
of living creatures. It works in the way as that for different classes there exists in each case own 
rules for how to constitute and apply the names. It pursuits the guidelines and aim, that the scientific 
names of classes of sexes should always be explicit. What becomes evident via the mentioning of 
the scientific achievements of Carl von Linné is the strong will to keep the upper hand over nature. 
Mankind‟s fear of the unknown, and the deep will to keep control over things was the reason why 
there was a climax of travelling and exploring unknown places through that time. It was aimed at 
finding out the most possible about the unknown by making plans, creating classes; simply by 
spreading structure.  
     Besides its impact on the relationship between human and nature, the change in the view of the 
world to a Eurocentric one, had an influence on the development of society and mankind‟s way of 
living. The French expression L’honnêtte homme was in 1600 an embodiment of the ideal of 
education; a fully educated person (37). The aspect of keeping the upper hand also found its way 
into culture and left its irremovable traces. Children in the 17
th
 and 18
th
 century were seen as  
objects which were not supposed to cause any troubles. From very early, they were put under strict 
rules of behaviourism and their manners of speaking and acting was controlled and regulated every 
day. This was also visible in the way they were dressed at that time: their appearance resembled 
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those of  grown ups and they were expected to behave in exact this kind of way; as adults. Thus 
their childhood was not such but rather a premature adulthood. Another good example can be found 
in the renewal of the ballet as the total incorporation of body control. Ballet itself was founded in 
the 15
th
 century in Italy and spread from there all over the Western countries such as France, 
Germany, and Denmark. Its essence lies in the aspect of perfection and the basic rules and 
restrictions stay the same everywhere. 
     We can here see a try of regulation of the otherwise naturally free and untamed. The change of 
landscape by cutting down or trimming its usual form can be equated with the pursuit of bodily 
control such as the ballet dance in society. Every aspect of life which was well-known was a safe 
place and thus did not offer any insecurities or dangers. The more spaces that could be explored the 
more the knowledge of the world and humans place in it increased. 
     These sections have aimed at showing the influence of important figures of the Enlightenment. 
The following section will argue how natural sciences and the Industrial Revolution helped creating 
a positivistic rationalism. 
 
Natural Sciences & Industrial Revolution - Positivistic Rationalism 
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) stands also as a representative of the mechanical 
understanding of nature (Lübcke 2010: 310). Where the Cartesian formulation explains the 
consciousness as non-mechanical,  Hobbes spoke against with his empiristic view claiming the 
mind to be so. He wanted to explain everything including the mind through a teaching of 
mechanical method (Hald 2001: 28). Hobbes so to speak put human 'back to nature'. He claimed 
that our body is something material in motion just as nature is material in motion - aiming at finding 
the connection between these moving materials, because it would equal absolute power over nature 
(28).  
     This kind of mathematization of things actually impossible to measure and quantify, such as the 
immaterial mind, was obviously in vogue in a time where natural sciences was soon to explode in 
the 18
th
  century. 'Natural Science' in general means all the empirical sciences that concern 'nature' - 
sciences such as astronomy, chemistry, physics, physiology, anatomy, genetics, biology, 
biochemistry, zoology, geology, and mineralogy - all of them characterized by methodically 
formulating theories and laws by the help of mathematics (Lübcke 2010: 505). By the bloom of 
natural sciences, the Enlightenment was a fruitful time of scientification and technologization, 
working as a further development and sophistication of the ground-breaking work of 17
th
  century's 
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scientists such as Isaac Newton (1642-1727), Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), and Johannes Keppler 
(1571-1630) (Jensen, Knudsen & Stjernfeldt 2006: 932). 
     As former mentioned, natural sciences are, in general term, empirical sciences. Empiricism is the 
claim that all knowledge derives from the experience of the senses. Already this stands as a 
diametrical opposition to the epistemological Cartesian rationalism from which the Enlightenment 
grew out of - claiming all human senses to be deceiving, except the inborn light of sense in our 
mind from God. Empiricism sees the human being born without any kind of pre-given abilities. 
Everything, the surrounding, is conceived through the senses. This way of understanding the human 
was highly inspired by influential 18
th
  century's philosophers and empiricists like David Hume 
(1711-1776), George Berkely (1658-1753) and John Locke (Lübcke 2010: 173). The empirical 
scientific forces contested the rationalism with its non-religiousness scepticism towards 
metaphysics - just as the above mentioned example of Hobbes. Not surprisingly, it was a 
problematic time for the church contested by Enlightenment's time of deism (Jensen et al. 2006: 
898). 
     In connection to the natural sciences, there was a massive growth of industrialization during the 
17
th
  and 18
th
 century. What is later dubbed the Industrial Revolution began in 1700's England. The 
word 'revolution' is not to be understood in a sense of a sudden change, but rather to be understood 
as the process of industrialization as being revolutionary (901). The Industrial Revolution was a 
change in society, going from an agriculture-based economy to one dominated by machine 
production (901). With its roots in England, this societal change would slowly spread out to the rest 
of the world, radically changing human beings living conditions. This had a huge impact on 
human's self-understanding, and not least the underlying attitudes towards nature. Natural material 
was useful in gaining products and improvement of living standards - the nature in itself then got to 
be understood as a resource. It would be suitable now to think of the content of the words 'nature as 
a machine'. When you look at a machine, it has a purpose, a controllable function. That function is 
to serve human. 
     It is time for the final part of the chapter, in which we firstly argue how positivistic rationalism 
grew out of the industrialisation and technologisation of nature, secondly it is reflected in how the 
mechanical attitude towards nature was due to the fear of death.   
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Fear of Death 
The stance on industrialisation today is far from the one dominating in the time of Enlightenment. 
As earlier mentioned, Kant defined the faith in progress during his time. The thesis of 
Enlightenment meant a great optimism on behalf of mankind, because new ground-breaking 
knowledge of scientific kind rapidly occurred. Out of this came a positivist rationalism - the 
industrialisation was a part of the process to obtain the paradisial harmony, and the method of 
natural science was the ideal. The French philosopher and sociologist Auguste Comte (1798-1857) 
wrote in his magnum opus Cours de philosophie positive that positive rationalism is the trust in the 
empirical knowledge - that there is nothing else existing besides the concretely sensible in our 
world, and that the empirical knowledge makes predictability possible. Predictability creates the 
opportunity to control nature, because it can be adapted in an orderly, rational society based on 
technological and industrial production (Lübcke 2010: 115). The positive attitude towards 
industrialisation has disappeared in recent time due to the increasing awareness of the climate issues 
caused by the pollution the industrialisation is responsible for (Jensen et al. 2006: 902). It is 
replaced with a stance of worry. Nevertheless, humans still have a material living standard as if 
nature consists of never-ending resources. This is the beginning of a discussion on which we will 
not elaborate any further on, however, it is worth mentioning. 
     As Horkheimer & Adorno stated in Dialectic of Enlightenment, rationality is about control. The 
Enlightenment, the era of reason, equalled an urge to control nature. When quantifying nature and 
removing everything metaphysical and holy from it, it gets possible to exploit and control it. Why 
there was a wish to control every existing natural phenomena, is because nature was seen as wild 
and dangerous. Nature served as a reminder of the lack of control. Examples such as the ballet and 
well-ordered geometrical gardens revealed this underlying attitude towards nature - a nature 
needing to be tamed because it was a reminder of the lack of control. "Humans believe themselves 
free of fear when there is no longer anything unknown," as H&A stated (Horkheimer & Adorno, 
2002: 11) - we argue that the fear of the unknown, ultimately death, is the catalyst of this urge to 
control. The reason why we say death, is because death undoubtedly is the reminder of the complete 
lack of control. Death is the big universal taboo, as H&A formulated it in our introducing quote. 
Industrialisation, technologisation, mathematisation, and mechanisation of nature is the aim for a 
life without death - the paradisal harmony ultimately equals the conquer of death. But humans are 
never to be in complete control of nature. Nature always manages to creep up on us, for example via 
natural disasters and seen in our recent climate issues. 
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This chapter has aimed at explaining what it means, when nature is understood mechanically. As 
earlier mentioned, it is a great task to give an account for the attitudes of a period of time - 
simplifications must inevitably be made, because it is impossible to give a complete account of the 
complexity within a period. This chapter, however, has aimed at showing, that the mechanical 
attitude towards nature equals a belief in rationality, our reason - and therefore a mistrust in 
everything metaphysical within nature, a quantification of it - understanding nature as a dangerous 
thing to be tamed, because it is a reminder of the lack of control impossible to achieve. 
     What led to an end of the era of Enlightenment was its escalation of the mechanical attitude 
towards nature. With its insistence that everything metaphysical was to be excluded, the enlightened 
thought inevitably got one-sided. People by the end of the 18
th
 century must have felt that this 
radicalisation simplified and excluded something within them, and thus suppressed aspects of the 
mind - it was too insensitive and too cynical. Thus, the rebellion against the Enlightenment began to 
take its roots. 
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NATURE AS DIVINE 
 
All-beauteous Nature! By thy boundless charms 
Oppress'd, O, where shall I begin thy praise. 
Where turn th'ecstatic eye, how ease my breast 
That pants with wild astonishment and love! 
( Warton in Day 1996: 51) 
 
Throughout history we can observe that nature has been an object of reverence and awe. The 
description “Nature as Divine” is dedicated to such a view. This chapter will deal with the attitude 
of regarding nature as something to respect or even worship, as the poem above illustrates. Nature's 
beauty is appreciated and praised. 
The understanding of nature and God are often attached to each other as we shall see in this section. 
We start with philosophers from the Old Greece and the Christian view on nature, thus not 
necessarily dealing with nature as divine in the stricter sense. Nevertheless we consider it as 
important to take into account different creation myths of how the world has come into being, thus 
also nature, and what role is ascribed to God(s) in such stories, since it may reveal how nature is 
perceived, and what attitudes and understandings of human beings in the natural world lie behind 
this. As we have seen in the previous chapter “Nature as a Machine”, the Biblical concept of nature 
played a crucial role during the Scientific Revolution, and here we will go into more detail with the 
Christian attitude towards nature. From there we will continue with Pantheism, thus dealing with 
the chapter's title in the literal sense. Spinoza and Goethe's work will function as illustrations of the 
view that nature and God are identical. Finally, we will touch upon the Romantic era, which 
regarded, generally speaking, nature as a place of harmony and to find peace. The concept of 
“sublime” in connection to nature will be considered by taking the poet William Wordsworth as an 
example. Nature as divine is then not necessarily understood as referring to a world being infused 
by God, but more in terms of nature as an object, which is ascribed attributes usually found in 
connection to a deity. In this understanding of nature emotions and feelings play a big role.  
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Nature in the Greco- Christian Tradition 
This section will deal with some concepts of nature found in Antiquity. Thereafter we are concerned 
with the Christian notion of nature. We take both the Greek and the Christian views on nature into 
consideration, as it is sometimes said that the today's exploitive treatment of nature is a 
consequence of the Greco- Christian tradition, referring to the dominion of man over nature. Hence, 
this part will not regard “Nature as Divine” in the stricter sense, but more in terms of the role of a 
divinity in relation towards nature. This section shows, as Glacken argues that “[i]n Western thought 
the idea of a deity and the idea of nature often have had a parallel history” (Glacken 1976: 35). 
 
Ancient Greece and Nature 
If we go back in history, we encounter a wide ranging diversity of attitudes and concepts of nature.  
Discussions, which reappeared throughout history, concerning the role of a divinity in the natural 
world and man's position within the universe's order, already took place back then in Old Greece. 
To illustrate the fact that already in Antiquity diverse attitudes towards nature can be found, we will 
consider the ideas of Plato ( around 427 - 347 BC) and shortly touch upon Aristotle's ( 384 BC– 322 
BC) philosophy of nature, including their opinions of how the world was created and what position 
humanity holds in it. Afterwards we will turn towards Stoicism. 
“Plato's Nature”: The Product of Divine Artisan-ship 
 
The assumed orderliness of nature has often given rise to the belief, that it must be the product of a 
thoughtful mind. In Classical Antiquity we find Plato's conception of a divine artisan as the creator 
of the world, which we can experience and encounter. 
In contrast to the Christian idea, Plato does not believe the world to be made out of nothing. 
According to him a deity found the world in chaos and transformed it into a state of order and 
harmony. This account breaks with the Homeric tradition, as Plato introduces a deity that stands 
above the Twelve Olympians, thus even above the King of the gods, Zeus. Homer's immortal gods 
are ascribed human characteristics like emotions. They interact with the natural world and have 
immediate influence on the life of the human beings inhabiting the Earth. 
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Plato's conception of a deity distances itself from the personal nature of God(s). On the contrary, 
Plato's divine creator is remote from the natural world, acting from the outside, not from within.  
He perceives a God, who acts like an artisan, a “Divine Demiurge” ( Melling 1987: 150) . Like a 
human craftsman, the divine artisan used raw material to create a product; i.e. the universe put into 
order (Kenny 2004: 294).The world is described as perfect by Plato. 
 
Plato distinguishes between “the ideal and the eternal (that which is existent always and has no 
becoming) and the real and the transistory (that, which is becoming always and is never existent)” 
(Glacken 1976:44). The cosmos is considered as belonging to the latter class and therefore must 
have a cause. Plato argues that God contrived a “World soul”, and a soul is assumed to be the 
initiator of movement: the soul is “prior to all movements; […] the principle of things is an 
intelligent force: the soul.” (Hadot 2006: 22). The disorderly world's raw material comprises the 
four elements: fire, earth, water and air (Melling 1987: 152). These are eternal, and God used them 
to create the world according to a plan, which he had in mind. Then God added lesser gods to the 
Earth, who were responsible for the design of plants and animals, as well as human beings. Both the 
natural world and its habitants are made of the same material.  
“This whole universe, Plato is asserting, is a living entity: like us it has both body and soul. […] 
The Universe of which we are all part is a vast living organism: it is a living and intelligent reality. 
Its order and structure derive from the actions and decisions of the Cosmic Mind” (Melling 1987: 
153).This Cosmic mind is God, the artisan of the world, which motion is premised on being infused 
with a soul. The soul is understood as being eternal and existing independently and prior to bodies. 
Plato interprets the world as tangible and good, and therefore believes a divine creative mind to be 
the cause. Nature becomes a divine artwork. 
Plato's myth of the creation of the living beings is worth to look at, as this makes a distinction 
between animals and plants and human beings. As said before, the divine Mind has called lesser 
gods into being, who hold responsibility for the creation of the living beings on Earth. The two 
titans Epimetheus and Prometheus were given the task to supply the creatures on Earth with 
necessary properties to survive. The animals were given means by Epimetheus to protect 
themselves. For man to survive Prometheus stole the mechanical art and fire of other gods, and 
“[m]an thus possessed qualities and skills derived from the gods; with them he invented language 
and names, learned construction and the handicrafts and how to get food from the soil.” (Glacken 
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1976: 41). Glacken argues then, that “[t]his myth may represent an early attempt to explain how 
man, a part of nature, has a position with relation to it far different from that of other forms of life.” 
(Glacken 1976: 41). A distinction between the natural and the social, including for example 
language, is made. 
What lies behind Plato's concept of nature? As Glacken argues, the longing for a greater purpose in 
human life played a significant role in Plato and Aristotle's philosophy of nature ( Glacken 1976: 
14). By attributing nature, of which man is part itself a goal, life becomes meaningful; making sense 
of oneself by turning to the cosmos or natural world to find answers. Now we would like to turn to 
Aristotle, a student of Plato.  
 
Aristotle's Unmoved Mover – An object of love 
 
Aristotle's account of nature makes humanity's superior position in the natural world more explicit. 
But we shall return to that point later, as for now we would like to spell out the difference of 
Aristotle's belief in contrast to Plato, regarding the latter's divine artisan. According to Aristotle, the 
motion of things must be caused by an unmoved mover, which he calls God. “Life […] belongs to 
God; for the actuality of mind is life, and God is that actuality, and his essential actuality is the best 
and eternal life.” (Aristotle in Kenny 2004: 300). In contrast to Plato, as Kenny argues, Aristotle 
does not advocate a strong monotheism. Sometimes he speaks of one God, other times he refers to 
several.  
 
God is conceived as the final cause, which Aristotle explains to be an unmoved mover, who is 
described as the object of love. To love somebody does not affect any change in the object of love, 
which thus remains unmoved. “For this to be the case, of course, the [for example] heavenly bodies 
must have a soul capable of feeling love for the ultimate mover. ' On such a principle', Aristotle 
says, 'depend the heavens and the world of nature'.” (Kenny 2004: 300).  The condition that then 
everything, which is moving must have a soul implies an animistic tendency.  “Not only living 
beings but also the elements thus have a nature or an immanent principle of movement within them: 
fire wants to reach its natural place, which is above […].”( Hadot 2006: 23), as Hadot interprets 
Aristotle's words. Noteworthy is that Aristotle's conception of the soul, as Keith Thomas shows, 
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from which follows that human being‟s soul is distinctive and eminent: “According to Aristotle, the 
soul comprised three elements: the nutritive soul, which was shared by man with vegetables; the 
sensitive soul, which was shared by animals; and the intellectual or rational soul, which was 
peculiar to man.” (Thomas 1983: 30). 
 
Aristotle was engaged in the science of biology, as he thought that every animal is worth to be 
studied, since “in not one of them is Nature or Beauty lacking” (Aristotle in Glacken 1976: 47). 
Aristotle is convinced that Nature does everything for a purpose; hence the natural world is beauty.  
 Aristotle construes the natural world as containing a hierarchy. This anthropocentric belief 
maintains that the plants exist for the sake of animals, and the animals exist for man's needs 
(Glacken 1976: 47-8). Man is considered as the master of nature, though not as a despot. Human 
beings can use and perfect nature with their skills, but are urged to “respect their material” 
(Passmore 1980: 33). Aristotle's attitude towards nature is anthropocentric, but characterised by 
respect for nature, and an appreciation of its beauty. 
Stoics – A Divine Nature made for Man's Sake 
Stoicism, part of the Hellenistic philosophy in the third century BC advocates a concept of nature 
that was contested by the Epicureans. The three most important aspects of the Stoic conception of 
nature are the following, which will then be elaborated: Nature is divine; man is part of nature; the 
world, consequently also nature, has been created for man's sake. Zeno, the founder of the Stoic 
school ascribed Nature intelligence: “The rational is superior to the non-rational. But nothing is 
superior to the world. Therefore the world is rational.” (Zeno in Kenny 2004: 305). Like Spinoza 
later, the Stoics did not make a distinction between God and Nature; the two were identical, i.e. 
deus sive natura. The diverse gods, which existed in the common belief (Homeric gods, e.g. 
Poseidon the god of the sea) were considered as representing different names and shapes of one and 
the same God (Hadot 2006: 42). Nature is a divine mind, which acts towards ends. The Stoics 
described the world as an orderly functioning and beautiful entity. The assumed perfection of the 
universe, in which all parts seem to exist in a greater coherence, was considered to betray a higher 
force having induced its origin. According to the Stoics all things in the universe served a purpose. 
For example the sun and the moon are cherished for its beauty, but moreover, they are evidence of 
divine foresight (Glacken 1976: 54). And the purpose of all things is to serve man's needs, as the 
world was created for his sake. “The apex of creation is man, his erect carriage being decisively 
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differentiating characteristic” (Glacken 1976:52), since therefore he is able to appreciate the beauty 
of nature, compared to animals looking to the ground. Man is presumed to be part of the natural 
world, but holding a superior position. Due to the possession of mind which gives him the capacity 
to comprehend and his hands, which enable him to create things, man becomes a caretaker and 
modifier of nature, with the task to preserve its beauty, but additionally also to improve it to man's 
ends (Glacken 1976: 59-61). The Epicureans rejected the Stoic teleological view on nature. They 
approved the existence of gods, but believed them to reside outside our world, not being concerned 
with human beings at all. Hence, the Stoic belief in the creation and fashioning of the world for the 
sake of man becomes absurd. Nevertheless they agreed with the Stoics in regarding the world as a 
harmonic unity. But the cause of the universe's homogeneity lies in a necessity inherent in nature, in 
contrast to the design argument (Kenny 2004: 302-4). The Epicureans approached the universe and 
nature more in terms of physics, with natural laws and atom theories at its core, which we will not 
go into any depth with here. 
 
Hadot argues, that both the Stoic and the Epicurean account of making sense of the universe and 
man's place in it were “intended to deliver man from the anguish he feels in the face of the enigma 
of the universe.” ( Hadot 2006: 188). The two schools studying nature aimed at coming to a state of 
peace in the mind; i.e. the Stoics by placing human beings in the great chain of nature, and the 
Epicureans by means of arguing that the gods are indifferent about mankind, and therefore do not 
have to be feared, which so often was the case (Hadot 2006: 188).  
The above part should have functioned as providing a little insight of the diverse attitudes towards 
the natural world, its origin and man's position in it, which already existed in ancient times. 
Arguments, like that of design or pantheism reappear later in history. Old Greek philosophy, 
especially that of Plato and Aristotle are said to have a great impact on Western thought. That is 
why we have decided to focus on their view, supplemented by Stoicism, which is considered to 
have influenced the conception of the superiority of humanity. As the conceptions of Plato, Aristotle 
and the Stoics have shown, the attitude that man is distinct to the rest of nature is ancient. 
Nevertheless, it is important to be aware of the different “degrees” and implementations of such a 
view. A respectful way of dealing with nature seems to be common to all the outlined 
argumentations. Additionally the significance of circumstances, in which these concepts were 
developed, should be kept in mind. If Aristotle or the Stoics speak of modifying nature, it has 
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different consequences than it would have today. In Antiquity the potential interference of man into 
nature was restricted in comparison to today with new technologies and thus new opportunities. The 
destruction due to human intervention in the natural world was not experienced to the same extent, 
if at all, as later in history or today. The next section will look upon the concept of nature found in 
the Holy Scriptures, followed by a conclusion concerning the “Greco- Christian-tradition”. 
Nature in Christianity 
 
This section will deal with the concept of nature found in the Holy Scriptures. The reason for this 
closer look on the Christian view on nature derives firstly from the fact that our Western culture is 
highly influenced by Christianity. Secondly, scholars have argued that the relation of man and 
nature found in the Holy Bible have encouraged or caused the destruction of the environment by 
humanity. Therefore we will search for possible arguments that may underlie this latter assumption, 
but additionally see if words in the Bible can be found challenging this point of view. 
 
Christianity- The root of our ecological problems? 
A scholar, who explicitly asserts that our today's exploitive relation towards nature is the result of 
the Christian teaching, is Lynn White.  
“According to Lynn White's widely republished essay “The Roots of Our Ecological 
Crisis”,  these roots lie in the Judaeo- Christian belief that man, being made in God's 
image, is set apart from nature, and that the entire physical creation was brought into 
being for human benefit and rule.” (Attfield 1983: 369-370). 
We shall see, that there is a supportive argument for his statement that man is described as different 
compared to the rest of the natural world. But does this imply that the Bible speaks in favour for 
using nature to human ends without taking into consideration destructive consequences? 
We will elaborate on this question later on, but for now we would like to point out the relation of 
man and nature referring to the Holy Bible (King James Version). 
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In Genesis we find two creation stories, which as John Passmore argues, leave room for interpreting 
the Old Testament in two different ways regarding human being's presence in and their treatment of 
nature. 
In the first story man is introduced to the world as the last act of God's creation. Man is given 
sovereignty over the natural world: “and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea […] and 
over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.” (Genesis 1:26). God gives man the 
permission to “subdue” the Earth and its inhabitants (Genesis 1: 28). The second story tells that man 
was made before plants and animals, and that God gave animals to Adam as his helpers (Genesis 
2:18). Passmore maintains that these two different creation myths can either be seen to suggest that 
man “is an absolute [..] ruler, who cares for the world God made subject to him only in so far as he 
profits from doing so” (Passmore 1980: 9) or to assign man the task of the caretaker of God's 
creation, “in the manner of a good shepherd” (9). The former understanding has been prevalent in 
the time of Scientific Revolution and Enlightenment, as we have seen in the former chapter. 
 
The first interpretation is strengthened by repeated reference to man's superior position in the world. 
He was created in God's image, and even after the fall, man's right to rule over the natural world 
recurs (Genesis 9: 1-3). The fact that according to Genesis 1 man was made after the flora and fauna 
gave rise to the belief that the world has been fashioned for man‟s needs and that humanity 
represents the climax of creation, and therefore justifies using nature to human ends, making 
animals subservient to the human race. In Psalm 115 it says “The heaven, even the heavens, are the 
LORD'S: but the earth hath he given to the children of men.” (Psalm 115:16), which supports 
humanity's ascendency over nature. But although the above mentioned quotations suggest a clear 
distinction between humanity and other living beings, and though man can be said to rule over 
nature with authority permitted by God, that does not necessarily imply the right for destruction, as 
White argues. Indeed, it does not prohibit a despotic dominion either. That also a respectful way of 
dealing with nature is advocated in the Holy Scriptures will be topic of the following. For example 
Robin Attfield advices a less restricted assessment of the relation of man and nature in the bible, 
than the one White presents. “There is some evidence for these views [that exploitation of nature is 
persisted due to Christian attitudes], but there is also much more evidence than is usually 
acknowledged for other, more beneficent Christian attitudes to the environment and to nonhuman 
nature” (Attfield 1983: 369). 
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As pointed already above, the second Genesis indicates man's role to be the caretaker of God's 
creation: “And the LORD God took the man, and put him into the Garden of Eden to dress it and to 
keep it.” (Genesis 2:15 in Attfield 1983:374).  
As Glacken and Attfield argue, there are hints to be found which claim a respectful and prudent 
manner to deal with nature and its living beings. Nature is a product by God. Certainly it is not holy, 
as Pantheists have claimed, but it is beautiful and reveals some of God's properties: “Oh LORD our 
Lord, how excellent is thy name in all earth!” (Psalms 8:1), “The heavens declare the glory of God; 
and the firmament sheweth his handywork.” (Psalms 19:1). Not only does God care for man, but as 
Glacken says, for example Psalm 104 shows that with forethought and concern God has constructed 
a world in which every beast finds it suitable niche. Man's dominion over nature is not without 
limits. Attfield argues, “the interpretation that man may treat nature as he pleases” (Attfield 
1983:373) is ruled out among other references in the bible by the Proverb 12, which says “ A 
righteous man regardeth the life of his beast [...]” (Proverbs 12:10).  
What might also be of interest is the fact that not only human beings utilize nature to their ends, but 
even God uses nature as a means: He teaches through nature ( Job 12: 7-10), and by natural forces 
he punishes those, who have sinned or to protect his people and defeat their enemies ( Exodus 15). 
This shows that nature is itself not sacred but created to serve purposes; i.e. both for God's and 
human ends. 
 
“Greco- Christian Tradition” 
 
So what can we conclude from the above? 
The outlook on nature in the Holy Scriptures portrays an anthropocentric attitude. Man is made in 
the image of God and given dominion over the natural world. Nature serves as a resource to human 
ends. Human beings hold centre stage in the bible, and the Ten Commandments describe a moral 
responsibility between human beings, but lack a guidance of the adequate moral relation between 
man and nature (Passmore 1980:3).  Nevertheless some hints can be found demanding a respectful 
treatment of non-human living beings. We have seen that the Holy Bible is not intrinsically the 
cause for a destructive attitude towards nature, but since it leaves room for interpretation some 
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people have understood it as giving justification for a more careless treatment and use of nature.  
One could then argue that the interpretation of the Christian concept is influenced by other cultural 
circumstances. A common understanding during the Enlightenment was to regard nature as being 
made for man's sake, which he can subdue and alter as he pleases. So hints in the bible that suggest 
man to be the caretaker of nature were “overlooked”. A Christian environmentalist on the other 
hand may strongly refer to such statements in the Holy Scriptures. Thus, there are purposes behind 
different interpretations. Attfield argues, that it is wrong to trace back our ecological problem today, 
as White did, solely in terms of “Christian arrogance”. Instead, he claims that “the biblical belief in 
the human dominion over nature” joint with the Stoic belief that nature exists for human beings ( 
Attfield 1983: 371) would be the proper explanation. Thus, terming it “Greco- Christian arrogance” 
is more suitable (Attfield 1983:371). 
The next section shows a shift in the perception of God and thus also of nature, making clear that 
both concepts are mutually shaping each other. 
 
Pantheism – the divinity of nature 
This part of the chapter will take a closer look at the divinity of nature in the literal sense. 
In the view of Pantheism God is not imagined as “person-like”, but as identical with nature. The 
attitude found here is one of respect, as nature becomes divine.The probably most famous pantheist 
is Baruch Spinoza, a Dutch philosopher from the 17
th
 century with whose concept of nature the next 
section will deal, based on his Ethics (1677) and therefore functions as an example of a pantheistic 
view on nature. We will outline his concept, and in addition look on Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
and one of his poems, as he is said to be inspired by Spinoza and pantheistic traces can be found in 
his thinking and works.  
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Deus sive natura – Spinoza's concept of a divine nature 
 
At first sight the fact that God is equated with nature might seem mystic or very romantic. But as 
we shall see, Baruch Spinoza (1632- 1677) was a convinced rationalist, and the belief that nature is 
God, and God is nature is based on reasoning rather than being the result of astonishment by 
nature's mystics, which can only be explained due to a higher force. 
A.Wolf sets Spinoza in the context of the Renaissance and Reformation, which were “protests 
against authority” (Wolf 1927:12). He argues, that “this rationalist tendency found its climax in 
Spinozism, which subordinated even the Scriptures to the authority of Reason” (Wolf 1927: 12). 
 
Spinoza de-constructs the argument of a, in the Christian view, benevolent God acting towards a 
goal. God cannot be benevolent, as there exist evil in the world, and he cannot act towards a 
purpose, since that would mean the preference of a future state above the present, which would 
undermine his perfection (Spinoza 1992:34). For Spinoza, this perfect-self-existence, ascribed to a 
personal God in the Bible, “is just what the cosmic system, or Nature” (Wolf 1927: 15) is.  
To regard the world as being created by a divinity for man's sake, is the result of that ”all men are 
born ignorant of the cause of things, and that all have a desire of seeking what is useful to 
them”(Spinoza 1992:32). “[Men] consider all natural things to be means towards what is useful to 
them; and as they know that they found these means as they were, and did not make them 
themselves, herein they have cause for believing that someone else prepared these means for their 
use” (Spinoza 1992: 32). This mode of thinking leads to an inadequate forming of value 
judgements, according to Spinoza. Good and bad is considered in terms of the relative utilitarian 
nature of things for humanity; thus, these values are subjective. Spinoza has a different conception 
of what can be judged good or bad. For him, the highest goal is a rational life.  
Spinoza believes the best way to live is in a rational manner. This refers to striving for true 
knowledge about reality; understanding how the world really is. At this point it makes sense to 
introduce Spinoza's “three stages of knowledge”. The first and “lowest” form of knowledge is 
termed “perceptual” and refers to the faculty of our senses to perceive the world. The next higher 
level is “rational”. Rational knowledge comprises the comprehension of the laws behind certain 
natural phenomena (Wolf 1927:18). According to Spinoza the highest form of knowledge is 
“intuitive”, “which is only possible after the mind has been through the discipline of the two 
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preceding preparatory stages of Knowledge” (Wolf 1927:18). Intuition is understood as the 
awareness of the totality and unity of the universe, and the   insight that everything is God. Good 
and bad are then relative to what furthers or prevents the task of acquiring true knowledge. 
 
Jonathan Bennett in “A study of Spinoza's Ethics” claims that Spinoza understands reason not 
necessarily as “a cognitive faculty” but more in terms of reasoning why something is the case. 
Bennett terms Spinoza's way of reasoning “explanatory rationalism” (Bennett 1984:29). 
 
According to Spinoza, the natural world is ordered by laws and rules, but whereas the Greco-
Christian tradition maintains that this is the result of a creative design, Spinoza rejects teleological 
explanations, speaking of a final cause and divine purpose. For him it is an “asylum of ignorance” 
(Spinoza 1992: 35) to escape an endless chain of why-questions. Spinoza says that “Nature has no 
end set before it, and all final causes are nothing but human fictions. (…) [A]ll things proceed by a 
certain eternal necessity of Nature.” (Spinoza in Bennett 1984:216). “Whatever object or event or 
experience be considered, it is found to be dependent on innumerable other things, events, or 
experiences, without which it could not be.”(Wolf 1927:14). So Spinzoa suggests, as Wolf argues, 
not a linear way of offering explanations, ending at a final cause, but instead a complex system of 
explanation (Wolf 1927:14), which shows the interdependence and interconnectedness of the world. 
Spinoza perceives the natural world as a unity of interdependent parts. This infinite dependency of 
things is usually regarded as having God as its beginning. A divine being, who is self-existent and 
created the world out of nothing. This self-existent divine being is the totality of nature itself. 
 
If the world is not the product of intelligent design, then the argument that man holds centre stage in 
the creation becomes absurd. Spinoza repels the belief that humanity has a superior position in the 
natural world and that it has been designed according to man's needs. Man is part of nature, and 
“[i]t cannot happen that a man should not be part of nature, and that he should be able not to suffer 
changes” (Spinoza 1992: 147). Hence, man is not superior to the natural world in the sense that 
mankind is exposed to environmental circumstances, not able to affect them.  
But a more fundamental aspect which denies human beings any special position in the world order 
is the fact that man is made from the same substance as the rest of reality. Spinoza says that “our 
bodies are ordinary material systems” (Bennett 1984: 36) and he “consider[s] men's affects and 
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properties just like other natural things” (Spinoza in Bennett 1984: 37). For Spinoza, Nature or God 
is the one and only substance from which everything else found in reality are merely modifications. 
Thus, “reality cannot be divided into a portion which is God and one which is not” (Bennet 
1984:32). This means that God is the familiar and can be experienced. God or Nature as the 
substance has a physical and a mental energy as its irreducible attributes. Natural phenomena of 
reality then are “modes” of these basic attributes.  
This has two consequences. First, if man has a mind, then for the rest of objects in nature that must 
be true as well. Thus, mentality is also a basic feature of the universe (Bennett 1984:38) and the 
difference between man and for example a plant is only a matter of degree. Secondly, if the rules 
and laws of the world are to be applied to man, then Spinoza says that man's behaviour can be 
studied just in the same way as any other natural phenomena, as universal laws hold truth for 
everything in the universe. 
 
To sum up, Spinoza's concept of nature is based on a naturalistic, rational conviction. Nature is 
perceived as one unity, which substance is God. That means that man is merely a part of the natural 
world, governed by the same universal laws as all other properties of reality. Thus, Spinoza's view 
is opposed to an anthropocentric standpoint. 
As mentioned above, Spinoza conceptualizes human beings as born ignorant to understand the real 
causes of things. Spinoza can in this respect be considered as an early rationalist in the 
Enlightenment tradition which followed about 100 years later. Spinoza requests to use one's rational 
capacity to grasp the real world. Similar to Descartes, who advocates that all old beliefs have to be 
re-evaluated and scrutinized concerning their truth value, Spinoza frees himself of the authority of 
the Christian bible and exposes the written Christian words to re-consideration and fundamental 
critique, or to put it more bluntly, the very essence, the Christian concept of God, is annihilated. 
To equate God with nature seems to reveal a deep respect for nature. God is usually the object of 
great admiration and worship, and these features of paying reverence are now directed towards 
nature. 
Nevertheless Spinoza's concept of nature seems to be initiated rather in mere terms of rational 
thinking, than attributing great emotional value to nature. Spinoza considered human beings as 
being part of a holy community so to speak, just as every plant and animal. God becomes immanent 
to the natural world, and by investigating natural phenomena we may come closer to an 
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understanding of God. Though nature is divine it can be investigated by science, which will lead 
man to a higher understanding. 
Goethe and Pantheism 
 
Art and science have often been conceived of as inheriting irreconcilable differences; emotions and 
rationality as being incompatible. “There was sometimes at this period [late 18th century] a certain 
rivalry between poets and philosophers as providers of insight into ultimate reality. […] But more 
often poets and philosophers made a common front against the scientists.” (Wells 1978:3). For 
example the early romanticist Novalis states “The poet understands Nature better than the scientific 
mind” (Novalis in Pricket 2010: 979). 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe is in this respect an interesting person to look at with regard to his 
concept of nature, as he does not share this dualistic understanding of science and art, but instead 
estimates both dimensions valuable and comprehends them as supplementing each other. 
Goethe is mostly known and revered for his literary work and his engagement in scientific 
investigations is easily overlooked. Here we would like to take into account his enquiries in the 
realm of science and the motivations behind it, as this might give us an insight in his conception of 
nature, which is revealed in his literary work. 
 
Goethe engaged in different fields of science, reaching from botanic and zoology, to meteorology, 
geology and optics. Nature is a basis for both his science and art. Here we will consider his 
scientific works in zoology, as these reflect his understanding of nature in a rather obvious way. 
Goethe's view of nature is highly inspired by Spinoza, which will become clear in the following. 
Nature, according to Goethe is a unity of organistic parts (Teilorganismen), which existence 
depends on the “Makrokosmos” i.e. Nature, which is eternal. This seems to be the same way of 
perceiving nature as something self-existent as Spinoza did. Like Spinoza, Goethe understands 
nature as being identical with God, thus moving away from the Christian conception of a personal 
God.  
“ When you say that one can only believe in God […] I reply that I rely more on seeing” (Goethe in 
Wells 1978: 23-4). Goethe tried to understand nature by both speculative and empiricist means 
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(Schmidt 1984: 58). The belief that nature comprises different organistic parts, which are embraced 
by and derived from nature as such, is reflected in his way of approaching the natural world. Goethe 
was occupied with comparing the anatomic structure of different mammals. The similarities he 
found supported his general conception of nature as a unity and gave rise to the belief, that all 
vertebrates he has compared must have a common underlying form, from which they are 
modifications. 
Goethe was “convinced that nature proceeds from ideas, just as man follows an idea in all he 
undertakes” (Goethe in Wells1978:18). He called this idea “Urtier”, but not in the sense of shared 
ancestry. The task of the scientist is then according to Goethe to figure out the “archetype” of the 
living beings. For when one has a clear image of the “archetype”, one will understand the essence 
of things. Understanding nature means to a certain extent understanding God.  
 
Goethe once said: “Discerning God in nature and nature in God formed the basis of my whole 
existence” (Goethe in Wells 1978:23). This statement gives us an insight into the motivation behind 
his scientific engagement.  First, he perceives art and science as one unity, as he advocates a “ 
'totality' of contemplation [Anschauen], thinking, poetry and to become engrossed in things with 
great pleasure”5 (Schmidt 1984:19). Thus, the rational work of science supplements his literary 
work; or vice versa. Secondly, and most important, Goethe has discovered in science a means to 
come closer to God. He was fond of Spinoza's idea of “intuitive knowledge” (explained above), as 
for Goethe intuitive involved to his mind “immediate knowledge” (Wells 1978:23). Intuition, i.e. 
the awareness of nature as one unity and as one with God, depends to a certain degree also on the 
two former stages of knowledge. So Goethe uses his senses (perceptual knowledge) doing 
empiricist investigations and a scientific mode of thinking to explain his findings (rational 
knowledge). Hence, he gets closer to finding God. Nature becomes a means of enlightenment.  
Goethe said of himself that he as a young boy already saw God in nature and since “The lad was not 
able to give this being a shape; so he searched for him in his works” (Goethe in Schmidt 1984: 20). 
“The lowest product of nature bears in itself the circle of perfection”, says Goethe (Goethe in 
Schmidt 1984: 85). Consequently, if he studies parts of nature, they will necessarily mirror the 
perfection of nature's totality and can serve as tools to approach nature, or God as such.  
                                                     
5
 Own translation 
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“Look, so is Nature a book alive / Not understood, but not unintelligible” (Goethe in Friedenthal 
1986:113)
6
. To compare nature, which is perceived as divine with a book, highlights the 
significance of nature for Goethe. Not the Holy Scriptures are the base for his “natural religion”, but 
nature itself as the “real bible”, in which you can read and comprehend the deity.  
In his commentary on 'Nature' from 1783 Goethe personifies 'Die Natur', providing us with some 
insight into the emotional value he found in nature. “She” is described as an artist, who constantly 
“brings forth ever new forms” and has the capacity to think. Goethe's narration shows a deep 
respect and admiration for nature's power and energetic working. He portrays humanity‟s 
dependency, as human beings have no ascendancy over nature, but are compelled to live and adapt 
to her dynamics and laws. “We are surrounded and embraced by her- powerless to leave her and 
powerless to enter her more deeply. Unasked and without warnings she sweeps us away in the 
round of her dance and dances on until we fall exhausted from her arms.” Nature seems to be an 
intelligent, “wise” creative being, which does consider her actions as a play.  “Her crown is love. 
Only through love do we come to her” (Goethe in Pricket 2010: 980).  
The aspects of deep respect and affection on the one hand, and the impotent position of humanity in 
nature on the other hand can both be found in Goethe's writings. “The Sorrows of Young Werther”7 
tells about nature's potential of destruction. Werther, once finding a source of happiness in nature, 
now conceives of nature as an “insupportable tournament- a demon which perpetually pursues 
[him].” (Goethe in Pricket 2010: 823). Goethe acknowledges both the dark and positive sides of 
nature, which are inherent, but not the result of nature's purpose, since for him, nature is amoral.  
 
Now we would like to include one of Goethe's poems, which reveal his fondness and passion for 
nature. 
 
 
 
                                                     
6
 Own translation, original: “Sieh, so ist Natur ein Buch lebendig/ Unverstanden, doch nicht unverständlich” 
7
 Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (1774) 
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Ganymed 
 
How, in the light of morning, 
Round me thou glowest, 
Spring, thou beloved one! 
With thousand-varying loving bliss 
The sacred emotions 
Born of thy warmth eternal 
Press 'gainst my bosom, 
Thou endlessly fair one! 
 
Could I but hold thee clasp'd 
Within mine arms! 
 
Ah! upon thy bosom 
Lay I, pining, 
And then thy flowers, thy grass, 
Were pressing against my heart. 
Thou coolest the burning 
Thirst of my bosom, 
Beauteous morning breeze! 
The nightingale then calls me 
Sweetly from out of the misty vale. 
 
I come, I come! 
Whither? Ah, whither? 
 
Up, up, lies my course. 
While downward the clouds 
Are hovering, the clouds 
Are bending to meet yearning love. 
For me, 
Within thine arms 
Upwards! 
Embracing, embraced! 
Upwards into thy bosom, 
Oh Father all-loving!"  
 
               (Goethe 1774)
8
  
 
                                                     
8
  http://thaumazein-albert.blogspot.com/2010/10/goethe-ganymed-1774.html; 
For original version see Annex  
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“Ganymed” deals with the burning love of the lyrical speaker for nature and its striving for 
unification with nature as the love's climax.  The first stanza and the first half of the second stanza 
express the lyrical I's desire and longing for nature, its “beloved one”. In the end of the second 
stanza nature seems to respond and return the lyrical I's admiration, as nature now requires the 
lyrical persona to become active: “The nightingale the calls me / Sweetly from out of the misty 
vale”. Passionately the lyrical I replies “I come, I come”, commencing the convergence of the two 
lovers, culminating in unification. Nature here is personified. Goethe ascribes nature physical 
attributes like a “bosom”. But moreover, “Ganymed” is an illustration of Goethe's pantheistic 
attitude. In the last line nature is described as the “Father all- loving”, thus he is equating nature 
with God. This poem depicts Goethe's admiration and respect for the natural world, expressed in a 
passionate language. The lyrical speaker is portrayed as an ardent admirer of nature, which is 
described as beautiful and “eternal”, alluding again to attributes usually assigned to a deity. 
Goethe unites both rational and emotional attitudes towards nature. This example shows that we as 
human beings often hold contradicting attitudes towards certain things. His literary work seems to 
reveal his great admiration and reverence for nature, conceived of a holy unity. Nature is intelligible 
and through his scientific investigations, so he is convinced, he is able to get a closer understanding 
of the nature of God. The desire of comprehending God motivates him to approach nature by 
scientific rational means. For Goethe then, rationalism and emotions do not exclude each other, 
instead unifying both aspects are perceived as enabling him to get a “whole” picture of Nature and 
God. To experience the natural world is identical with an immediate sensing of God.  
 
The above has illustrated two concepts of nature as examples of Pantheistic conviction. Pantheism 
has often been deemed atheistic, as it stands in opposition to the Christian God who is perceived to 
be person-like. As illustrated in the examples, to equate God with Nature can be the result of pure 
reasoning as in the case of Spinoza, or a mixture of an emotional and rational attitude towards 
nature, which was exemplified by Goethe. 
Nature is believed to be intelligible, betraying some of God's secrets. Whereas Spinoza can be 
considered as an early Pre-Enlightenment rationalist, challenging the Christian-tradition which held 
sway, Goethe experienced also the Romantic movement, which disapproved dealing with nature in 
the merely scientific terms and called attention to the importance of emotions. 
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Nature and the Sublime in Romanticism 
 
When no longer numbers and figures 
Are the keys to all creatures, 
When those who sing or kiss 
Know more than all the learned scholars, 
When the world returns to itself 
In a life of freedom, 
When once again the light and shadow wed  
And these united give the real clarity, 
When man can know the true world story 
In myths and in the form of poems, 
Then will the whole deformed being 
Vanish before one single secret word. 
( Novalis, ' When No Longer numbers and   Figures...' in Pricket 
2010: 825) 
 
This poem nicely illustrates the turn we can observe in Romanticism: whilst in the Enlightenment 
scientific endeavour was thought to be the crucial device for gaining knowledge and an 
understanding of the natural world, the Romanticists opposed such conviction and laid emphasis on 
feelings and emotions instead. Mere mechanistic explanations were considered as unsatisfactory 
and “cold hearted”, and those, who use their intuition were thought to come much closer to an 
apprehension of reality.  Urbanization was conceived of as causing an estrangement of nature, and 
thus also a rupture with the true nature of man. Returning to nature then was a way to find one's 
original self. “The movement out into nature is a liberation from un-nature, for urban culture is an 
alienation from real, true human nature. Therefore the movement out into nature is at the same time 
a restorative movement back towards a lost original state.” (Mortensen 1998:23). 
We can find such views expressed in the arts; in literature, music and paintings and this aspect of 
“finding oneself in nature” will be examined in more detail in the chapter “Nature as Freedom”. 
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The statement in the quote above captures the essential reason of why nature is such an important 
theme found in Romantic art: Civilisation with its behavioural codes and repression of instincts, 
combined with increased focus on reason and rationality during the Enlightenment was opposed to 
the countryside and nature, where one was able to find harmony and oneself: “Hier bin ich Mensch” 
(Here I am Man) (Mortensen 1998: 24). 
Another incentive may be the belief that in nature one is more likely to find God, since it is less 
affected and spoilt by man.  
 
But as we shall see, the Romantic period, though that cannot be said of all Romanticists, progressed 
the secularisation of European culture, started in the Enlightenment. As Ferber argues, during this 
period God was removed “from his throne as an object of worship, performer of miracles, or 
dictator of moral codes […] and was at most the creator of the universe and its regular laws. He had 
done nothing for us lately.” (Ferber 2010:65). Whereas in the teaching of Christianity the 
boundaries between nature and sacred are strictly maintained, in Romanticism nature often becomes 
the object of worship. The belief, that one can sense God in his creation, nature, which is to a 
certain extent also expressed in the bible, “allows a new, secular view of nature to emerge gradually 
within the Christian realm of ideas without being seen as heresy.” (Mortensen 1998: 29). 
Now in Romanticism nature is sometimes considered as divine in the pantheistic manner, or as 
God's beautiful creation, conform with the traditional Christian belief. Some poets even move 
between both conceptions or ascribe nature divine properties not in theological, but in metaphysical 
terms as we can see for example in Shelley: “ The aweful shadow of some unseen Power/ Floats 
tho' unseen among us. “ (Shelley in Beach 1966: 50).  Attributes as omnipotence, eternity, or 
benevolence normally indicating God, are transferred towards nature. 
 
Now we would like to have a closer look on the “Sublime” in relation towards nature. It will be 
illustrated by taking the poet William Wordsworth and his works as an example. The outlined 
aspects of the individual finding itself in a state of loss in the face of alienation from nature, and 
nature as an object possessing divine properties are both exemplified in Wordsworth's poems and 
will be returned to.  
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The Sublime 
Today, we still admire or are moved by Romantic poems. The longing for nature, or what we 
connect to that term seem to have survived. Nature is often believed to be a place of peace and 
freedom, remote from the hectic and noise of the cities and from social restrictions. We take walks 
to clear our head, and take pleasure when the flowers blossom.  Another experience in nature may 
be that of feeling small in the face of the grandeur of nature. 
If we do a hiking trip in majestic mountains, or become the spectator of an impressive 
thunderstorm, in general: if we become subject or spectator of a grand natural phenomena, over 
which we hold no power, it may remind us of our insignificance in the world. But this feeling is not 
of a desperate nature; instead, we may even find pleasure in it. If this is the case, we can speak of an 
experience of the “sublime”, which the following will deal with. Before we turn to Wordsworth and 
the concept of nature in relation to the sublime captured in his poems, we will take into account 
Edmund Burke's understanding of the sublime, as his “Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our 
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful” (1757) may help us to grasp the meaning, although it is 
important to note that philosophers have construed the term differently.  
 
As already indicated above, such an experience of the sublime includes feelings which we normally 
would consider as something negative (i.e. feeling insignificant or small) but turn out to lead to the 
opposite (i.e. enjoyment; pleasure). Burke distinguishes between emotions attached to self-
preservation and society. The former is of interest for us now.  Burke claims that “[t]he passions 
which concern self-preservation, turn mostly on pain or danger […] and they are the most powerful 
of all passions.” (Burke in Boulton 1987:38) in contrast to the ideas of well-being, which may 
create in us a feeling of pleasure, but the intense of such is relatively speaking lower.  
Objects that inherit the capacity of causing feelings of fear, terror, pain or danger in us, are sources 
of the “sublime” and can create a feeling of delight in us. Thus, according to Burke's view, an 
experience of the sublime involves the strongest emotions human beings are capable of feeling. But 
as mentioned before, the sublime is regarded not as negative or unpleasant, as it may appear at first 
sight. Instead, we can speak of the sublime as a feeling of “terrifying thrill” (Day 1996: 183) or 
“delightful horror” (Boulton 1987: xvii). “The passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, 
when those causes operate most powerfully, is Astonishment; and astonishment is that state of the 
soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror.”(Burke in Boulton 
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1987:57). At this state the mind is unable to reason. Other effects caused by the sublime, which are 
of lower degree, are “admiration, reverence and respect” (Burke in Boulton 1987:57). Some sources 
apart from pain which may bring about an experience of the sublime are vastness, perceived 
infinity, magnificence, light, or colours. Again, is astonishment to be achieved, fear is a necessary 
factor to be included. In order to understand the shift from fear into a positive emotion it is 
important to notice Burke's precondition of distance. 
“When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply 
terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are 
delightful”, as Burke argues (Burke in Boulton 1987: 40). If we apply this conception of sublime 
with regard to the premise of distance to the experiences we may encounter in the face of grand 
natural phenomena, it seems to suggest that we may be frightened by a spectacular thunderstorm, 
but are meanwhile aware that we are safe from any harm, which then creates a feeling of delight in 
us. 
 
Wordsworth's sublime nature 
 
To gaze 
On that green hill and on those scattered trees 
And feel a pleasant consciousness of life 
In the impression of that loveliness 
Until the sweet sensation called the mind 
Into itself, by image from without 
Unvisited, and all her reflex powers 
Wrapped in a still dream (of) forgetfulness. 
 
I lived without the knowledge that I lived 
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Then by those beauteous forms brought back again 
To lose myself again as if my life 
Did ebb and flow with a strange mystery. 
(Wordsworth in Mortensen 1998: 47) 
 
The “Romantic archetype: The experience of a fundamental loss resulting in a discrepancy between 
the subject and nature and a corresponding longing to overcome that loss” ( Mortensen 1998:11) is 
a significant theme in Wordsworth poems. For Wordsworth returning to nature implies the 
possibility to learn something about ourselves. The loveliness of nature affects our minds and makes 
us feel alive as Wordsworth describes the effect nature has on the lyrical speaker in the extract of 
one of his poems above.  
The strict demarcation between the outer world, nature, and the inner, the nature of man, vanishes in 
Wordsworth works, as natural phenomena mirror human emotions in his poems. 
But moreover, the mere reflection is accompanied by an active and creative partaking mind.  
The ability of the mind is of fundamental significance, as the “contrasts between the near and the 
distance, the earthbound and the striving for the heavens, […] distaste and bliss” ( Mortensen 1998: 
37) are negotiated and thus create something new. It is this crossing of lines and boundaries which 
characterise the experience of the sublime we can find in his poems. The mind is lifted to something 
higher, signifying “human intellectual growth” (Mortensen 1998: 68). The faculty of imagination 
uses the material given by the senses, and mediated by the mind, the sensory is raised “above the 
concrete and individually limited, to the universal, the divine totality” (Mortensen 1998:37).  
What'er we see 
What'er we feel, by agency direct 
Or indirect, shall tend to feed and nurse 
Our faculties, and raise to loftier heights 
Our intellectual soul. 
(Wordsworth in Mortensen 1998: 53) 
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The grandness of nature interacts by a powerful force with the mind of man, and makes him aware 
of the grandness within himself. Thus, a sublime experience which crosses the borders of the 
familiar which may at first be frightening results in an “inner expansion” (Mortensen 1998: 41) and 
hence delight. Consciousness and nature cannot be separated in Wordsworth's view, as Mortensen 
argues. Wordsworth conceives of nature as an “animating principle” (Beach 1966: 47), a spirit or 
soul “that impels all thinking things, all objects of all thought” (Wordsworth in Beach 1966: 46). 
 
And I have felt 
A presence that disturbs me with joy 
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused, 
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
And the round ocean and the living air, 
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man; 
A motion and a spirit that impels 
All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
And rolls through all things.” 
(Wordsworth in Beach 1966: 45) 
By ascribing everything in nature an active principle, Wordsworth is able to offer explanations for 
movement and natural phenomena, claiming that there is more to nature than mere mechanistic 
workings. 
“Presence” is usually associated with God, and in the description of a mountain scenery he says that 
the waterfalls and clouds “Were all the workings of one mind, […] The types and symbols of 
Eternity” (Wordsworth in Beach 1966: 88), indicating a “Biblical concept of [an] eternal God” 
(Beach 1966: 88). Wordsworth moves between conceiving of nature as God's creation, as being 
identical with God, and using “divinity” more in a metaphysical sense. Overall, the two latter 
positions seem to be predominant. Nature is an object of worship and love, but to what extent this 
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has theological or metaphysical implications is not clear.  “[T]he divine […] moves from heaven to 
earth- first to the great natural phenomena, and then on to the expansive, visionary and creative 
potential of (divine) human consciousness.” (Mortensen 1998:7). Important is, that due to sublime 
experiences, when the mind senses the greater coherence of the universe and its divinity, man finds 
his original self, which also includes divine properties. Nature's beautiful and majestic landscapes 
create awe and reverence in us. The love for nature raises to something greater, as it is the result of 
appreciating its beauty and grandness combined with the creative working of the mind, which thus 
colours the perception of nature and of oneself. “Sublime” is therefore created in the space between 
nature and mind. Nature's sublimity is dependent on man's mind, so to speak. This means that in 
contrast to Burke, for Wordsworth the sublime includes another component in addition to an 
experience of fear culminating in delight, namely the awareness of the unity and totality of the 
universe, and man's attached place within it.  
Summing up, Wordsworth and many other poets of Romanticism conceived of nature as inherently 
good “Knowing that Nature never did betray/ The heart that loved her” (Wordsworth in Pricket 
2010: 768). The language used to describe the landscape and the “nature of Nature” reveals deep 
respect and affection. Nature represents harmony and is associated with joy and warm thoughts. The 
forms and colours nature takes are perfect. Beach says that “man's spiritual life is built up out of the 
materials furnished by nature- sensations” (Beach 1966: 205). Thus, man and nature cannot be 
divided. What man is significantly depends on nature. Therefore Wordsworth advocates a close 
relationship towards nature. Not by science but by using one's heart and nature's spectacular 
phenomena one acquires true knowledge about the world and oneself. Wordsworth and other 
Romantic contemporaries focused often only on the beautiful sides of nature, ignoring the “ugly” or 
“cruel” sides of it. Nature then becomes “good hearted”, marvellous and grand.  It is important to 
mention that other Romanticists for example primarily paid attention to these dark sides of nature 
including melancholic emotions. One sees, what one likes to see, so to speak. The attitudes 
significantly colour the perceived image of nature.  
 
Conclusion of the Chapter 
The above outlined illustrated some concepts of nature which include the aspect of “divine”. 
Now we would like to sum up and point out some behavioural implications the former introduced 
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attitudes may have. In pantheism we have seen that nature and God were viewed as inseparable. 
Nature thus is ascribed properties usually associated with God. The authority of the church was 
challenged, as a personal God in the Christian tradition was refuted with a theory of the natural 
world that claims an immanent God. To regard God as a substance, from which all living (and non-
living) things are modifications reveals a respectful attitude towards nature and its inhabitants. 
Every being has a divine origin, and therefore is valuable in itself. If we look at the consequences 
such an attitude towards and belief of nature may imply, we first can conclude that humans do not 
hold a superior position. Humans are conceived of as part of the natural world.  Secondly, if nature 
is divine then dealing with nature in a destructive or exploitive manner would be in some way 
blasphemous. So as a result the concept of divine nature implies some behavioural restrictions, or 
moral guidelines for the treatment of nature. 
On the one hand we have seen that such a concept can be the result of rational reasoning, as in the 
case of Spinoza. The Christian belief was ripped off its status of eternal truth so to speak. Its 
assumptions about God and his creation were re-evaluated, and led Spinoza come to a different 
conclusion or concept of nature and God. On the other hand, Goethe, inspired by Spinoza, also 
heavily emphasized the emotional value of nature. His conception reveals a loving attitude and awe. 
As said above, to investigate nature by rational means, and in addition appreciate nature's beauty do 
not necessarily exclude each other. For this to be the case, it is of great importance to be aware that 
man is part of a bigger natural unity, and that nature deserves a respectful way of treatment.  
If we compare these two pantheistic convictions with the Stoic's attitude towards nature, we 
discover some significant differences. Although nature is regarded as a harmonic, divine unity, 
human beings nevertheless are viewed as the ultimate high point of creation. According to them, 
nature exists for human ends, and thus becomes a resource. This seems contradictory, as how is it 
possible that something divine exists for human beings, who are derived from that divine source, 
i.e. nature? We are not able to detect any solution to this contradiction in the Stoic conception. But 
what is important to notice is that they unified the perception of a divine nature and a nature created 
for human means. As a consequence human beings are allowed to modify and use the natural world, 
but nevertheless are demanded to do so in a respectful way. 
The movement during Romanticism shared the affection to nature, but considered mere rational 
means as inappropriate. The perceived smallness of human beings compared to the natural world 
shows again that a respectful way of dealing with nature seems to rely on a certain extent on the 
 48 
belief that human beings are part of a greater chain or unity. The movement out into nature was 
believed to offer some insight into the human nature. Nature here becomes a resource, not in a 
material form, but in form of a spiritual source of knowledge. Both Spinoza and Goethe's pantheism 
and the Romantic view of Wordsworth value the awareness of a divine totality in nature, and 
consider this understanding as a goal in life. A mindful treatment of nature can then be said to be the 
deduction of understanding the human dependence on nature, as in Wordsworth belief, which 
advocates that the nature of human beings adheres to nature, or as in Spinoza who hints towards the 
fact that man has no power over natural phenomena. If we move on to the Greco- Christian tradition 
we can see some different behavioural implications in the concept of nature. Already in Plato and 
Aristotle we find allusions, in Aristotle more explicit, that man is something “better” compared to 
other living beings. Stoicism and Christianity regard human beings as superior inhabitants of the 
natural world. In Stoicism and some interpretations of the Bible it was conceived of nature as 
beings created for man. This belief would then serve as a justification for exploiting nature as one 
pleases, as no moral consideration for other living beings seems to be required. But Stoicism 
includes also the judgement of nature as divine, and others philosophers have argued that because 
nature is God's creation, it deserves or requires to be treated regardful and preserved. 
Hence we can observe that it is the interplay of different beliefs of human nature, the natural world, 
and the attitudes towards them that bring about certain concepts with corresponding consequences. 
Motives behind attitudes or beliefs definitely play a significant role. As we have seen, for example 
in Wordsworth case uniting with nature was thought to provide knowledge of oneself and the world. 
Additionally, seeing in nature's working a greater purpose can give one meaning in life and a relief 
from anxiety. Thus, a complex interaction between different factors shapes the concepts. We hope to 
have provided some insight what beliefs, motives and attitudes and hence consequences the concept 
of “Nature as Divine” may entail. 
The next chapter will continue to elaborate on the predominant attitude towards nature found in 
Romanticism which has been touched upon here. 
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NATURE AS FREEDOM 
“I‟m worried that people do not understand precisely what I mean by a way out. I use the word 
in its most common and fullest sense. I am deliberately not saying freedom. I do not mean this 
great feeling of freedom on all sides. As an ape, I perhaps recognized it, and I have met human 
beings who yearn for it. But as far as I am concerned, I did not demand freedom either then or 
today. Incidentally, among human beings people all too often are deceived by freedom” 
(Kafka). 
 
In this chapter we will investigate human being‟s yearning for the „natural world‟. The chapter 
is divided into two parts, the first one concerning the attitude towards nature as the opposite of 
society/culture, and the other part about anthropomorphism and how human beings mirror 
themselves in nature. We seek to investigate the idea of the untamed, raw and „free‟ nature. 
What is it, and why is it to so such a high degree associated with freedom? In the end of the 
two parts an overall discussion will be made. The first part of the chapter will mainly be a 
literary analysis of the novel Walden, written by Henry David Thoreau. We have chosen to 
work with this book because it is not merely a book relevant for the time in which it was 
written, but the thoughts and ideas presented in the book have been an inspiration for other 
people throughout time. The themes which the book presents are themes that have always been 
debated, and probably always will continue to be debated. In the second part we will deal with 
our theme by looking at some of Walton Ford‟s paintings. We have chosen to use him, because 
his paintings are mirrors in which we can see the relation between man and nature throughout 
time. His current paintings are reflections of things, which happened a long time ago, but also 
things which are still present.  
 
                                                                      
 
 
 
 51 
 
 
The Natural Yearning 
(Part 1) 
Almost as long as western humanity has had a concept of culture and society, there has been an urge 
to leave culture behind and „reach back‟ to nature – an urge to escape civilization, in order to live 
freely as a part of nature. This urge, this idea of nature as the opposite of culture is seen in many 
different eras, and in different works of literature and art. But there is one era in which this view is 
not only present, but where it is the most representative view: the era of Romanticism.  
 
A bush of May flowers with the bees about them;  
Ah, sure no tasteful nook would be without them;  
And let a lush laburnum oversweep them,  
And let long grass grow round the roots to keep them  
Moist, cool and green; and shade the violets,  
That they may bind the moss in leafy nets.   
(Keats, 1951: 52) 
 
The Romantic era has been addressed in the previous chapter, so here we will only make a short note 
on it. The romantic era arose in the second half of the 18
th
 century as a reaction and revolt against the 
Industrial Revolution and the time of Enlightenment. It was opposed to the scientific rationalisation 
which emerged during the Enlightenment, and sought to „go back to nature‟. The romantic poets, 
artists, authors etc. wanted to retrieve the sublime, emotional, untamed, and picturesque aspects of 
nature. The extract above is part of a poem called „I stood Tip-Toe upon a Little Hill” written by 
John Keats, who is one of the most famous romantic poets. This extract is a great example of just 
how „romantic‟ nature was perceived as being. But is this perception of the romantic, untamed 
nature a reflection of how nature really is, or an image of how people wanted it to be? When we 
indulge ourselves in the paintings and poems of Romanticism – do we indulge ourselves in what 
nature really is or once was, or only in our own ideas of what it ought to be? 
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 In this chapter we will investigate the concept of „going back to nature‟. How did this need emerge? 
What is it we seek to gain, when we want to abandon society and live in nature? What does the 
definition of nature as „wild‟ and „untouched‟ and as „the opposite of society‟ mean? Furthermore 
we will discuss whether or not it is possible to „leave society‟ as a human being, and if the „wild‟ and 
„untouched‟ that we seek are not merely ideas constructed for our own benefit. 
In order to look into and investigate this matter, we will make a literary analysis of the 1854 novel 
Walden (: or 'Into the Woods') written by Henry David Thoreau, an acclaimed writer and 
transcendentalist. The book is about the two years that Thoreau spent in a cabin he built near Walden 
Pond. The book is a social experiment, thus Thoreau tried to live a simple life and searched for self-
sufficiency, but it is also a tribute to independence, Thoreau‟s personal spiritual journey and, last but 
not least, the novel is a critique of society. Thoreau in his book declares his love for nature, at the 
same time as he declares his despair in relation to society. Thoreau explains the reasons for his stay 
in the woods in the following way:  
“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential 
facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to 
die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so 
dear; nor did I wish to practice resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to 
live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live sturdily and Spartan-like as to put 
rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a 
corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then get the 
whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were 
sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next 
excursion” (Thoreau 1983: 135) 
In order to analyse and understand Thoreau‟s novel we will also look into the thoughts of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, and the transcendentalist movement, which Thoreau was inspired by.  
Transcendentalism 
Even though Henry David Thoreau did not call himself a transcendentalist and did not share all 
of the movement‟s ideas, he was still influenced by them and did share many of the 
movement‟s values. 
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Transcendentalism was a philosophy or group of ideas which developed in the 1830s and 
1840s. It was first and foremost a reaction and protest against the state of society and culture at 
that time. The transcendentalist movement was rooted in German idealism, English 
Romanticism and in the Vedic thought. Transcendentalists sought to ground their philosophy in 
principles which were not based on material experiences, but derived from inner spirituality 
and the essence of the human. “The transcendentalists sought, in addition to amelioration, 
liberation from the pervasive sterility and materialism they saw informing the bad faith all 
around them. What most attracted Thoreau to transcendentalism was not its social activism; he 
was drawn instead to the transcendentalists‟ attitude concerning the desirability and necessity 
of cultivating one‟s self. […] In Thoreau‟s mind, individual discipline, intellectual growth, and 
spiritual development were the only true methods of reform. […] True reform was interior, 
private, and wholly individual. Reforming one‟s self meant discovering the divinity within 
one‟s self” (Meyer 1983: 13)  
In other words, what Thoreau intended to do when leaving society in order to live in the forest, 
was first and foremost to gain an understanding of himself – and thereby to be able to 
understand the society which he was a part of. One could say that through living in nature he 
sought the nature within himself.  
Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
Rousseau in his Discourse of inequality tries to define the natural human being as opposed to 
the civilized human being. His intention in doing this is to gain an understanding of inequality 
between human beings, trying to find out if it is a natural law or a cultural phenomenon (Wivel 
1998: 117-120). In this essay, we do not focus on the question of inequality, but rather use 
Rousseau‟s arguments to find out what „natural‟ means, and what Rousseau means when he 
talks about „going back to nature‟ and „the natural state‟.  
Rousseau uses the following concepts to define nature: 1) human nature as a description of a 
person‟s characteristics, behaviour and capabilities; 2) nature as a collection of all living 
organisms, and as the premise of existence; 3) nature as a divine force that shapes human 
development (Perkins 1974: 74). 
Rousseau also develops the idea of a „natural law‟ which is a theory, arguing that there is a set of 
laws laid down by God or nature, and hence not created by man. These laws hold a superior status 
 54 
and tell us what we should do and what we should not do. Rousseau questions why it should only 
be rational beings that play a part in natural law and have natural rights. The problem with the 
traditional perception of natural rights is, according to him, that it is so closely connected to reason, 
which he argues is a modern human development. Instead, he relates his ideas on natural rights to 
the concepts of pity and self-preservation. He concludes that the concept of „natural right‟ existed 
before man became social, and argues – in opposition to Hobbes‟s idea “that man is naturally 
intrepid and seeks only to attack and fight” (75) – that human beings actually are not cruel by 
nature. Rather, all humans dislike seeing other humans suffer, and because of the impulse of pity 
towards other, they are not willing to mistreat other creatures unless their life depends on it. So 
Rousseau believes that aggressive self-preservation is only seen under extreme circumstances 
(Wivel 1998: 124). Rousseau believes that we have left nature behind us and through corruption 
have become civilized beings. Thus, through enlightenment and reason, humanity has declined from 
its original condition. And Rousseau, like many other romanticists, sought to retrieve this original 
condition, this sense of a natural human essence.   
“But if there is a state where the soul can find a resting-place, secure enough to 
establish itself and concentrate its entire being there, with no need to remember the 
past or reach into the future, where time is nothing to it, where the present runs on 
indefinitely but this duration goes unnoticed, with no sign of the passing of time, and 
no other feeling of deprivation or enjoyment, pleasure or pain, desire or fear than the 
simple feeling of existence, a feeling that fills our soul entirely, as long as this state 
lasts, we can call ourselves happy, not with a poor, incomplete and relative happiness, 
such as we find in the pleasures of life, but with a sufficient, complete and perfect 
happiness which  leaves no emptiness to be filled in the soul. Such is the state which I 
often experienced on the Island of Saint-Pierre in my solitary reveries, whether I lay in 
a boat and drifted where  the water carried me, or sat by the shores of the stormy lake, 
or elsewhere, on the banks of a lovely river or a stream murmuring over the stones” 
(Rousseau in Mason 1979: 88-89) 
This quote is an extract from Reveries of the Solitary Walker by Rousseau, and its meaning is much 
like Thoreau‟s novel, to which we will now return to. 
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Walden 
 “Let us spend one day as deliberately as Nature, and not be thrown off the track by every nutshell 
and mosquito‟s wing that falls on the rails. Let us rise early and fast, or break fast, gently and 
without perturbation; let company come and let company go, let the bells ring and the children cry, - 
determined to make a day of it.” (Thoreau 1983: 141) 
 
The novel Walden is divided into eighteen chapters, including a conclusion. In the first chapter 
Thoreau accounts for his financial circumstances during his stay in Walden Pond, and he also 
criticises the way in which Western society is built upon economy and materialism. He does 
this, for example by arguing that savage people are not in need of anything civilized people 
have. “Bankruptcy and repudiation are the spring-boards from which much of our civilization 
vaults and turns its somersets, but the savage stands on the unelastic plank of famine” (76). The 
following chapters are, like the first, divided into specific themes in which he accounts for his 
stay in Walden. In chapter two he tells us where he lived, in chapter three he describes his 
thoughts on reading, then he tells about sounds, solitude etc. It is clear throughout the book that 
he is eager to change the way society functions, that he, like Rousseau, wants to return to a 
more „natural state‟ of living. “While civilization has been improving our houses, it has not 
equally improved the men who are to inhabit them. It has created palaces, but it was not so 
easy to create noblemen and kings. And if the civilized mans pursuit are no worthier than the 
savage‟s, if he is employed the greater part of his life in obtaining gross necessaries and 
comforts merely, why should he have a better dwelling than the former?” (Thoreau 1983: 77) 
 
What Thoreau argues for here, is that western man ought to throw over the superfluous luxuries 
that mankind has created and instead return to a simpler, more „savage‟ life. Even though 
Thoreau does not mention the specific term itself, it is obvious that he sees what is called „the 
noble savage‟ as a role model for how we should live. „The noble savage‟ was an expression 
created during Romanticism. It is an idealisation of a primitive (savage) man, who symbolises 
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the goodness of humanity, because he is freed from the corrupting influence of civilization 
(Oxford dictionary). The noble savage is also very apparent in the works of Jean-Jacque 
Rousseau, especially in his book Emile. Both Thoreau and Rousseau sought to find liberation 
from civilization and wanted, as the savage, to live closer to nature, in order to be free 
individuals. 
 
Another thing which is apparent in the novel is the typical romantic attitude towards nature. 
Throughout the novel nature is depicted as magnificent, picturesque, blooming, and peaceful 
and furthermore Thoreau is sure to always make it the contrast to civilization: “How, then, 
could I have a furnished house? I would rather sit in the open air, for no dust gathers on the 
grass, unless where man has broken ground” (Thoreau 1983: 79). Life in the woods is 
portrayed as idyllic and almost all civilized routines and remedies are abandoned in this quiet 
life among the trees. “Sometimes in a summer morning, having taken my accustomed bath, I 
sat in my sunny doorway from sunrise till noon, rapt in a revery, amidst the pines and hickories 
and sumachs in undisturbed solitude and stillness, while the birds sang around or flitted in at 
my west window, or the noise of some traveller‟s wagon on the distant highway, I was 
reminded of the lapse of time” (157). In order to embrace this magnificent nature, to become a 
part of it, it is not enough to just live in it, but to live on nature‟s premises. One should only 
take what nature can offer: “I am so glad to have drunk water so long, for the same reason that 
I prefer the natural sky to an opium-eater‟s heaven. I would fain keep sober always; and there 
are infinite degrees of drunkenness. I believe that water is the only drink for a wise man; wine 
is not so noble a liquor; and think of dashing the hopes of a morning with a cup of warm 
coffee, or of an evening with a dish of tea! Ah, how low I fall when I am tempted by them! 
Even music may be intoxicating. Such apparently slight causes destroyed Greece and Rome, 
and will destroy England and America. Of all ebriosity, who does not prefer to be intoxicated 
by the air he breathes” (264).  
 
In this quote Thoreau compares the shallow luxuries of civilization to the authentic highs 
nature can give us. Why imitate and recreate what is to be found so pure and magnificent in 
nature? Why seek the unworthy pleasures of civilization when they are nothing but false copies 
that may lead to our downfall (as seen in Greece and Rome 
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The paradox of leaving society whilst being a socialised being 
Thoreau lives in nature, yet this nature is not altogether freed from man-made society. He 
writes:  
“[…] a fishhawk dimples the glassy surface of the pond and brings up a fish; a 
mink steals out of the march before my door and seizes a frog by the shore; the 
sedge is bending under the weight of the reed-birds flitting hither and thither; and 
for the last half hour I have heard the rattle of railroad cars, now dying away and 
then reviving like the beat of a partridge, conveying travellers from Boston to the 
country. For I did not live so out of the world […] The Fitchburg railroad touches 
the pond about a hundred rods south of where I dwell. I usually go to the village 
along its causeway, and am, as it were related to society by this link.” (160) 
Hence, although Thoreau preaches solitude and simple, self-sufficient living, he himself cannot 
totally avoid the traces of society which all human beings are marked by. For one thing, 
Thoreau may have sought to avoid civilization while living in the forest, but he did not avoid 
civilians. Frequently he had visitors, whom he writes about in the chapter „Visitors‟ which 
ironically is next to the chapter called „Solitude‟. Thoreau explains his association with his 
fellow human beings in this way: “I think that I love society as much as most, and am ready 
enough to fasten myself like a bloodsucker for the time to any full-blooded man that comes in 
my way. I am naturally no hermit, but might possibly sit out the sturdiest frequenter of the bar-
room, if my business called me thither” (185). So what Thoreau suggests is the option to 
choose solitude as well as to choose socialisation. Another thing is that however much Thoreau 
tries to remove „civilisation‟ from his home in the forest, he still creates his life there as a 
civilised man. He builds a tree house, and in winter he even builds a cooking stove and a 
chimney inside the hut. So when he claims that he “would rather sit in the open air” (79) and 
asks “How then, could I have a furnished house?” (79), it is only partially true. In actual fact, 
Thoreau brings with him a large amount of „civilised‟ practices of everyday life to his „savage‟ 
existence in the woods.  
Is it at all possible for human beings to be freed from „society‟ and „culture‟? What is it we 
want to achieve in leaving civilization? In humans there exists a yearning for getting close to 
nature, to experience the freedom which nature can offer, but as we will always be civilized 
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beings, will we not always look at our surroundings from a social – and socialised – point of 
view? Once we enter this „untamed‟ nature, will it no immediately become a creation invented 
by us? 
 
                              Anthropomorphism 
                                                             (Part 2) 
“There is a universal tendency among mankind to conceive all beings like themselves, and to 
transfer to every object, those qualities, with which they are familiarly acquainted, and of which 
they are intimately conscious. We find human faces in the moon, armies in the clouds; and by a 
natural propensity, if not corrected by experience and reflection, ascribe malice or good-will to 
everything, that hurts or pleases us. Hence the frequency and beauty of prosopopoeia in poetry; 
where trees, mountains and streams are personified, and the inanimate parts of nature acquire 
sentiment and passion” (Hume). 
So writes David Hume in his „Natural History of Religion’, and exactly this matter we will address 
in the following. We want to investigate how and why human beings have a tendency to transfer 
human abilities and characteristics onto animals and non-living things, and we will discuss the 
consequence of doing so. In order to do this, we will retell and analyse the stories given to us in the 
paintings of Walton Ford, and we will also briefly discuss anthropomorphism.  
 
Walton Ford 
Walton Ford is an American artist who paints naturalist illustrations and is greatly inspired by John 
James Audubon. His paintings of animals follow a long tradition of anthropomorphic storytelling, 
and by using animals as metaphors, he shows us how animals have been used symbolically in 
western history. “In short, we can say that Ford‟s visual universe is preoccupied with animals, but is 
really about humans” (Marcus in Louisiana Contemporary 2010: 4). We will of course not use all of 
his paintings, and the ones we use are taken from the exhibition at Louisiana in 2011.  
Ford‟s paintings tell us gruesome stories of how humans have treated animals throughout history, 
but at the same time they tell us the gruesome story of how human beings have treated each other. 
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At first glance the pictures appear to be beautiful illustrations of the animal kingdom, but as you 
look further, you become aware of the pain and suffering the animals in the pictures incarnate, a 
suffering that in some way or other has been induced by humans. The pictures illustrate all kinds of 
clashes between man and nature as these express themselves in Western history. Not only do the 
pictures show us Western society‟s lack of respect for nature and animals, they also express Ford‟s 
disdain for other aspects of Western humanity: its emptiness, its absurd inward focus, which 
expresses itself in a need to possess and control. Moral is always present in Walton Ford‟s work, as 
a factor that estimates the animals in accordance with a strange humanistic scale. Some animals are 
more worthy than others. 
 
   The word Anthropomorphism 
The word anthropomorphism derives from the Greek words „ánthropos‟ meaning human and 
„morphé‟ meaning shape.  It is a term referring to how we attribute human characteristics to animals 
or other natural things (such as plants, forces of nature etc.).  It is first and foremost a literary 
device. Thus, it is mainly used within art and storytelling, and even though the term in itself first 
came to be known in the 17
th
 century, we see anthropomorphism being used long before that. In 
ancient myths, in folktales, fables and fairy tales we often meet animals representing human 
characteristics and behaviour. The wolf in the story of the 'Little Red Riding Hood' and the animals 
of „Winnie the Pooh‟ are examples of anthropomorphism. The Italian psychologist Emanuela 
Cenami Spada defines anthropomorphism in the following way: 
 “Anthropomorphism is a risk we must run, because we must refer to our own human experience in 
order to formulate questions about animal experience (…) the only available “cure” [for 
anthropomorphism] is the continuous critique of our working definitions in order to provide more 
adequate answers to our questions, and to that embarrassing problem that animals present to us” 
(Spada in Foer 2010: 47).  
Anthropomorphism is found in all sorts of historical contexts; we see it in fables as old as from the 
6
th
 century BC; Aesop‟s Fables. These fables use anthropomorphised animals in order to illustrate 
principles of life and many of our stereotypes of animals, such as the sly fox, the wise owl and the 
proud lion, can be found in these collections. This collection of fables includes, among many other 
famous fables, the story of „The Boy who cried Wolf, „The Tortoise and the Hare‟ and „The Ant and 
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the Grasshopper‟. Almost all fables and folktales about animals have a moral message. When we 
were kids, we were told stories about the sly fox, the calculating wolf, the wise owl, the vain 
peacock etc. And through these stories about animals we learned how to be as humans, which sort 
of people we should avoid, and which sort of person we should become. We learned that we must 
work in order to have pleasure, as the ants, and not just go around singing and believing everything 
will be taken care for, as the grasshopper – because that was the moral of that story.  
But why do we read human characteristics onto animals, why do we use animals to forward moral 
messages? It is apparent that we, as humans, only can view the world around us through our own 
perspective. So one might say that when we try to define animals, we also define ourselves, and 
when we look at the “nature” of animals, we look at our own “nature”.  
Sensations of an Infant Heart 
In one of Ford‟s pictures (presented in Annex 4) an ape is about to massacre a parrot. The picture is 
accompanied by the text, which is a quote from Audubon: 
 “(…) the man of the woods [the ape] probably thought the bird presuming upon his 
rights in the scale of nature; be this as it may, he certainly showed his supremacy in 
strength over the denizen of the air, for walking deliberately and uprightly toward the 
poor bird, he at once killed it, with unnatural composure. The sensations of my infant 
heart at his cruel sight were agony to me. I prayed the servant to beat the monkey, but 
he, who for some reason preferred the monkey to the parrot, refused. I uttered long 
and piercing cries, my mother rushed into the room, I was tranquillized, the monkey 
was forever afterward chained, and Mignonne [the parrot] buried with all the pomp of 
a cherished lost one” (Audubon in Louisiana contemporary 2010: 22).  
In the picture we see Ford‟s versions of this story: the ape killing the parrot and being punished for 
a crime which is in human eyes is terrible. You can almost read evil into the eyes of the ape, and 
thus it is very apparent that the ape is cruel.  
In this and other pictures, Ford is inspired by John-James Audubon (1785-1851) who was a French-
American ornithologist, naturalist and painter. Audubon was most famous for his work „The birds 
of North America’ in which he portrayed all of America‟s birds. What is significant for his work is 
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that he, as Walton Ford imitates in his pictures, gave the birds different personalities. Some were 
portrayed as powerful and magnificent, others as cruel, some as clever, etc. Ford does the same in 
his pictures, although it is apparent that he does it in order for us to question this tradition to classify 
animals according to human standards. So as for the picture of the parrot and the ape we see an evil 
ape attacking a defenceless, poor parrot – in other words we are invited to judge the animals. We 
see the picture through eyes of morals and values, and we judge the animals through human 
perspectives. 
A monster from Guiny 
In this picture (presented in annex 5) we see an ape, more precisely a baboon which is chained. In 
front of the ape lie two books and a writing-feather. The ape looks calm, but despondent – as if it 
has accepted being chained, but does not understand why. In the background we see what looks like 
an entire city burning, with black smoke rising into the air, and small boats sailing away from the 
shore. Furthermore a place and a year are noted on the painting, London 1666 which makes it 
apparent that the flames are a reference to „the great fire of London, 1666‟. This painting is inspired 
by an extract from a dairy written by Samuel Pepys, who was an English naval administrator. 
 “It is a great baboone, but so much like a man in most things, that (though they say 
there is species of them) yet I cannot believe but that it is a monster got of a man and 
she-baboone. I do believe it already understands much English; and I am of the mind 
it might be taught to speak or make signs.” (Pepys in Louisiana Contemprary 2010: 
36) 
Again, this painting makes it explicit that human beings always seek some sort of recognisability in 
the things they meet. We cannot tolerate things which we do not understand and therefore we define 
them through our own understanding. Franz Kafka writes in „A Report for the Academy‟, which is a 
short story about an ape which develops an ability to behave, think and most importantly talk as a 
human, that: “The first thing I learned was to give a handshake. The handshake displays candour. 
[…] But nonetheless it should demonstrate the direct line by which someone who was an ape was 
forced into the world of men and which he has continued there” (Kafka). Even though we do not 
hear the animals speak in the paintings of Walton Ford, it could still be said that they were „forced 
into the world of men‟, because of our interpretation of them. 
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Immanence vs. transcendence 
So, as we have already stated, human beings tend to define animals through humanistic perspectives 
and scales. One reason for this could be the bare fact that, because we do not understand animals, 
we make them understandable through the only system of perception and meaning-making that we 
have: civilization. Another argument could be that animals are purely immanent beings, while 
human beings are transcendental. The French writer and philosopher Georges Bataille (1897-1962) 
divides the world into two poles: on the one hand, the world of animality and immanence – the 
realm of indistinction and continuity – and on the other hand, the world of the discontinuous, the 
distinct and individuated, the objectified and the profane (Kwinter 2003: 178). The word 
immanence means “existing” or “remaining within” and Bataille once stated that: “the animal exists 
in the world as water inside of water” (178), implying that animals inhabit the world in perfect 
continuity, that there are no filters between animals and the world, because they are a „natural‟ part 
of it. There are no transcendent aspects in the life of animals, as there are in the life of human 
beings. Animals live regardless of laws, rules, morals, intelligence, judgement etc. So it is because 
of our lack of understanding of what this total immanence implies, that we judge and value animals 
through our own perspectives. The animals, on the other hand, are ignorant of the abilities humans 
attribute to them. Nature is not subjected to any moral, but human beings try to impose moral and 
values on nature and this seems to be a desperate way in which to control something we cannot 
control, and to gain authority over something we cannot grasp. 
Nature as Freedom 
In the two parts of this chapter we have investigated nature as the opposite of society and 
anthropomorphism. We have done this in order to gain an understanding of how human beings have 
always perceived nature as freedom, pure and untouched. Or at least this was our intention. But as 
we got into the material, a new question emerged: where does this urge to view nature as freedom 
and to apply human standards to animals derive from? We believe that first and foremost is it from 
human beings‟ interest in the immediacy of nature and its animals, an immediacy that is opposed to 
the human condition of reflexivity or objectified reality. The immediacy in which nature and 
animals seem to function both scares and interests us. On the one hand human beings see the 
freedom of immediacy as the perfect way of living; we yearn for this natural way of being a part of 
one‟s surroundings. As Thoreau claims: “What is a course of history, or philosophy, or poetry, no 
matter how well selected, or the best society, or the most admirable routine of life, compared with 
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the discipline of looking always at what is to be seen?”(Thoreau 1983:156). But on the other hand, 
this immediacy in nature is so hard to grasp and understand that we force our interpretations on it – 
which, for example has led to anthropomorphism and transcendentalism. How are we as human 
beings to understand things that are so far away from our understanding? Through our work within 
the two fields, we have come to conclude that the concept and attitude of the raw, untamed, and real 
nature is merely an idea created through our eyes. Human beings have no way of understanding 
nature in its purest form, thus it will always be defined by us. The freedom we seek in nature might 
have more to do with our disdain for society than with our lust for experiencing nature „as it really 
is‟. The ape in the short story by Franz Kafka ends by saying: 
 “[…] and since freedom is reckoned among the most sublime feelings, the 
corresponding disappointment is also among the most sublime. In the variety shows, 
before my entrance, I have often watched a pair of artists busy on trapezes high up in 
the roof. They swung themselves, they rocked back and forth, they jumped, they hung 
in each other‟s arms, one held the other by clenching the hair with his teeth. “That, 
too, is human freedom”, I thought, “self-controlled movement.” What a mockery of 
sacred nature! At such a sight, no structure would stand up to the laughter of the apes” 
(Kafka). 
With this, Kafka illustrates how our understanding of freedom and pure nature is merely what we 
want it to be.  
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Nature as an organism 
 
“Viewed from the distance of the moon, 
the astonishing thing about the earth, 
catching the breath, is that it is alive[...]” 
(Lewis Thomas, “The Lives of a Cell”) 
 
This chapter will describe the organistic concept of nature.  
Whereas the foregoing chapter “Nature as Freedom” has among other things looked at nature in 
contrast to civilisation, the idea portrayed here will emphasize an inter- connectedness between 
humans and nature. 
We will touch upon the underlying attitudes and thus also moral implications and behavioural 
consequences, which influence the human relationship with the natural environment.  
We will introduce a number of organistic concepts, which make use of imagery in order to express 
their view on nature.  As it will become clear, the perception of nature as being alive is often 
conveyed by the image of a human body or a nurturing mother, most salient for example in the era 
of Renaissance, but also in temporary ecological approaches, like the Gaia hypothesis. 
We will look into how various attitudes have been influential in different periods of history, and 
how they have been shaped by different underlying social, cultural, and ecological contexts.   
The chapter begins with a broader historical overview illustrating how the organistic concept of 
nature has found its expression throughout previous times. This overview will then lead to the 
example of one temporary organistic theory, namely the Gaia hypothesis by James E. Lovelock. 
Finally we will depict the basic ideas of deep ecology, which suggest that an organistic perception 
of our natural environment could be achieved through a change in our underlying attitudes towards 
nature.  
There are a number of ecological philosophies taking up the organistic approach, in order to 
discover ways of restoring balance in nature today. The Gaia hypothesis and the concept of deep 
ecology should function as two examples of such newer organistic approaches. 
We aim at showing that ancient views have become more relevant today, as the consequences of the 
industrial revolution are becoming more and more visible in nature.  
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The organistic theory 
In the center of the organistic theory is the metaphor of nature as a nurturing mother, satisfying 
needs of the humans in an ordered universe. This metaphor has worked as an important cultural 
constraint in restricting the actions of humans towards nature and is derived from human 
experience, in the sense that it was filled with human views imposed onto nature (Merchant
9
 1980: 
25). Human experiences and physical phenomena were described by using the same categories. 
Cosmos, meaning the universe seen as a well ordered whole, was therefore seen as purposeful. The 
organic metaphor was one of the metaphors used to interpret this analogy between human life and 
the world, that emphasized the interconnectedness between humans and nature.  
 
Within different periods of time there have occurred slightly differing approaches within the 
organistic theory. In the Medieval version (500-15000) the Earth was perceived as a living body: 
“the circulation of water through rivers and seas was comparable to the circulation of blood; the 
circulation of air through wind was the breath of the planet, volcanoes and geysers were seen as 
corresponding to the Earth‟s digestive system - eruptions were like farts issuing out a central 
stomach” (Gold 1999:25). Furthermore we can see the Earth being perceived as female giving birth 
to stones and metals from her womb after being fertilised by the male heavens (25). This female 
aspect of nature can also be traced by looking at different words for nature found in European 
languages. They are feminine as exemplified in the Greek term “phusis”, the French “la nature“, or 
the German “die Natur”. They all derive from the Latin word “natura” meaning birth (Sheldrake 
1994:10). The organistic philosophies of the Renaissance held the notion that: “all parts of living 
cosmos were connected into a unity, in mutual interdependence, and that they were all alive” (Gold 
1999:25). Thus everything was permeated by vitality, in this vitalist view the Earth was another 
living being among humans. They believed that the Earth deserved reverence, because she 
nourished and nursed them (26). This idea of nature as a living organism was the dominant 
ideological framework of the sixteenth century and was based on philosophical antecedents from 
ancient systems of thoughts.  The spectrum of the organistic metaphor covered different 
philosophical and political possibilities that were adapted to different contexts, but all fitting to the 
general rubric of the organic (Merchant, 1980: 1-2). In the sixteenth century the organism metaphor 
                                                     
9
 Merchant: A historian of science, links in this book the history of environment with the history of women. 
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was used for describing the relation between the self, society, and cosmos; meaning the universe 
seen as a well ordered whole.  
The organistic theory was reflecting most people‟s everyday lives, as the vast majority of the 
European population was settled in small communities living directly of “nature”. This made them 
feel a connectedness to the Earth and aware of the need of nature in order to survive. 
 
Philosophical frameworks 
If we look back in history we can already find first indications of the organistic view on nature in 
ancient philosophies. They entail traces of organistic views within concepts of nature, which have 
influenced later organistic theories. 
A complex concept of nature that was very influential on the organistic concept, is found in Plato‟s 
philosophical work Timaeus, in which the world is seen as full of life and is also resembled to an 
animal. This animal was a deity with a female soul, the world soul that was the ruler of the 
corporeal body of the universe (10). The Earth was seen as a nurse for the human population and 
was placed in the motionless centre of the cosmos. This ancient and intelligent force, the soul, was 
the source of movement in the universe and functioning as the bridge between the unchanging 
eternal forms and the changing temporal, lower world of nature (Hadot 2006:22).  
10
 
Plato‟s philosophy was used to interpret the Bible (Merchant, 1980: 10) in the twelfth century‟s 
Christian cathedral school in Chartres. They perceived nature as a goddess: “Natura“, as in pagan 
philosophies, but her power was limited to being God‟s agent. She was like a midwife, who 
translated ideas into material things. The ideas would be masculine and the nature and matter 
feminine. Thus the role of nature was to create and produce the material world and in this sense she 
was superior in power and creativity to human artists, but subordinate to God (10).  
In the year of 1160 Alain of Lille from the same institution made an allegory of Natura as God‟s 
powerful but humble servant, who was stricken by grief, because man failed to obey her laws and 
disgraced her (11). She embodied the whole cosmos and wore a torn tunic to symbolise the need to 
protect her secrets from misuse. The moral of the allegory was that nature does not have the power 
to enforce her own laws. Therefore the unity in the world can only be maintained by moral choices 
(11).  
                                                     
10
  Just one possible interpretation of Plato 
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Another ancient Greek philosophy was revived in Europe in the twelfth century. Aristotle‟s 
philosophy was rediscovered and also related to the organic theory by the principles of the 
importance of growth and development within nature. Aristotle defined nature, which was 
called physis, as “the source of movement of natural objects, being present in them either 
potentially or in complete reality” (Kc Keon in Merchant, 1980:11). Aristotelian ideas of 
generation, meaning the man as the active part and the woman as the passive, were also used to 
explain the cosmos. The common understanding of biological generation in nature in the sixteenth 
century was “the marriage and impregnation of the female Earth by the higher celestial masculine 
heavens” (16).  It was thought that the movements of the celestial heavens produced semen, that 
then fell on the receptive female Earth as rain (16).  
Nicolaus Copernicus, who later changed the geocentric hypothesis, meaning to present the Earth as 
the centre, also described this in 1543 when he says: “the earth conceives by the sun and becomes 
pregnant with annual offspring” (16).  This attitude towards the Earth and the female as passive and 
ready to receive had the potential to fit a new attitude of exploitation, as the organic idea was 
changing with the upcoming commercial capitalism (16). 
 
In the Middle Ages crucial distinction in the terms to describe and understand nature was made. 
Firstly “natura naturata”, meaning natured nature, was used to describe what is produced, and the 
phenomena we can observe with our senses. Secondly, “natura naturans”, meaning naturing nature, 
was referring to the unseen productive power giving rise to the phenomena (Sheldrake 1994:79). 
The physics of the Middle Ages was animistic and the “natura naturans” was the term to describe 
the soul that “organized the autonomous development and behaviour of organisms, and motivated 
them by attraction” (80).  
This also accounts to Aristotle, whose ideas were recalled in the Middle Ages. In his perception 
souls would not exist outside nature, but were a physical part of nature. For example the vegetative 
soul of a plant was active in forming the matter of the growing plant from a seed to the mature 
plant. In the same way stones fell to the Earth because they were striving to go home to their proper 
place (80).  It was this super-natural aspect of nature that would later, when integrating with Judeo-
Christian ideas, over a long period during the Middle Ages make nature into passive matter in 
motion and come to be explained with the Christian God (Pepper 1999:22). 
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The organic analogy of the Renaissance 
The Renaissance view of nature and society was build on the framework of the organic analogy 
between the human body or micro-cosmos, and the larger world or macro-cosmos (Merchant, 
1980:5). The primary view of nature was the idea of a designed hierarchical order in cosmos and 
society, corresponding to the organic integration of the parts of the body (6). The term nature both 
included an innate character of people and animals and an inherent creative power operating within 
material objects. A second image was the Arcadian image of nature as benevolent, peaceful, and 
rustic, deriving from an idealised Greek countryside region. Each of these interpretations had 
different social implications. The first served as a justification for maintaining the existing social 
order and the second for escaping from emerging problems of urban life (6). 
 
The Renaissance image of the nurturing Earth still entailed ethical restraints and, by using the 
imagery in literature and art, it also played a normative role in forming attitudes towards nature 
within the culture. Such controlling images worked as ethical-restraints or sanctions, as underlying 
“oughts” and “ ougth-nots” based on the emotional aspect of the nature attitude which was 
emphasized in the vitalistic organic concept (4). When descriptive metaphors and images of nature 
changed during the Scientific Revolution, so did the behavioural restraints that ceased to uphold 
their power. These descriptive metaphors were important because they can be a precondition of the 
normative, if they are ethic-laden (4). Language is culture in itself, so when language changes, 
culture changes:  “By examining changes in descriptions of nature, we can then perceive something 
of the changes in cultural values” (4). 
 Therefore we will examine some of these controlling imageries of nature and their normative 
implications for the attitudes towards nature in the following sections.  
 
Pastoral poetry and art 
In the Renaissance one prevalent view of nature was that of the pastoral poetry, in which nature was 
portrayed in images of idealised and romanticised country life. These rural landscapes expressed 
complete idyll, and more threatening sides to nature were left out. This return to a female, motherly  
benevolent nature was the expression of a wish to escape the sickness and anxieties of urban life 
and a yearning for returning to an untouched Golden Age (7). “Human beings meditated on the 
beauties of nature far removed from the violence of the city” (Meeker in Merchant 1980:7-8).  The 
historian Thomas explains how this attitude towards nature can be seen to have its origins in the 
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urban distancing of everyday life and social production from nature “The growth of towns had led 
to a new longing for the countryside” (Thomas in Sutton 2004:24). Another aspect was that the 
level of fear of natural forces was also gradually reduced and gave space to this new attitude. 
“Town-people for whom forest and field are no longer their everyday background but a place of 
relaxation - grow more sensitive and begin to see the open country in a more differentiated way [...]. 
They take pleasure in the harmony of colour and lines, become open to what is called the beauty of 
nature [...] “ (Elias in Sutton 2004:25). The Arcadia theme was highly praised in the pastoral poetry 
and represents a rustic pastoral paradise that was in Greek mythology the home of Pan the God of 
flocks and herds (Kingdom 2001:49). It was praised by different poets such as Edmund Spenser, 
who lived in the sixteenth century, and also in religious- and landscape paintings from 16th and 
17th century, on which the Christian symbol of the Virgin Maria was merged with the Mother Earth 
symbolism, and was a metaphor for female fertility (Merchant 1980:8). One of the essential 
attitudes in the pastoral tradition was this perception of nature as fertile, precious, and unique, thus 
worthy of preservation. But the portrait of nature as passive and manipulated by humans into rustic 
gardens and cultivated nature with tamed animals, also contained the indication that nature was 
perceived as a resource necessary to provide spiritual and material well being of the humans (9). 
Within the pastoral mode the concept of nature, was nature as subordinate and essentially passive. 
It was a model created as an antidote to the pressures of urbanisation and mechanisation, 
representing a fulfilment of human needs for nurture, but allowed for the possibility of its use and 
manipulation through conceiving nature as passive” (9).   
 
Mining the mother, ethical constraints of the organistic thought 
 
How did the attitudes towards nature, which were found in descriptions and imagery of the 
nurturing Mother Earth from the 16th century, work as ethical constraints and norms against 
abusing the resources and the nature? (29). We can find affirmative evidence in 16th century‟s 
debates about the origin of metals and the use of mining. A popular Renaissance belief was that 
metals were living things growing under the surface of the Earth (29).  The ethical attitude towards 
these resources found its expression in literature, and there arose a conflict of attitudes about mining 
the Earth and polluting the nature that caused a debate in 16th century. Finally this discussion was a 
part of a change of perception, which eventually reached beyond the former ethical attitude and 
regarded the Earth as passively receiving the violation of the humans without any possibility 
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of resistance. The new commercial development was undermining the organic frameworks with its 
moral restraints (39).  
 
Changing concepts of an organic society 
 
Theories about nature historically have had implications on the proper behaviour of human. “The 
power of the organic metaphor derived from the unifying structure it imposed on social and cosmic 
reality” (69). When the ecology and economy of the farm and landscape changed, and thus were 
followed by new ways of human interaction with nature, also the traditional models of organic 
society and social organization altered. There have existed various organic theories of society. One 
originated from hierarchical medieval society, and was based on a body metaphor were the social 
order consisted of the different subordinated groups, placed in organic harmonic unity (70). In 1159 
the hierarchical model of organic society was promoted by the Bishop and author John Salisbury 
in Policraticus, in which he described the commonwealth as a living body ruled by reason (70). 
The prince and clergy was its ruling soul, and the same symbolism attached a function to the whole 
body down to the lowest social group with the farmers and workers as the legs (70). All the parts 
were unified by a common purpose. The whole was preferred over individual parts, but each part 
was gifted with an inherent value. Salisbury wrote: “[T]ake away the support of the feet [...] and it 
cannot move forward by its own power, but must creep painfully and shamefully on its hands” 
(Salisbury in Merchant, 1980:70). This metaphor was also based on the idea of a world soul that 
held the cosmic spheres together. The organic society draws upon examples taken from nature. 
Communal colonies, for example, were compared with those of the bees and ants, which functioned 
as ideals. Following this idea, civil life should imitate nature, the workers joining together to 
produce welfare for the whole and the queen (71). 
This concept of a hierarchical organic society, was later taken up by St. Thomas Aquinas, who in the 
mid 11th century presented an integrated system of nature and society (72). In his philosophy both 
nature and society were formed as hierarchical structures. Each part sought perfection of its own 
nature, and the monarchy was the most natural organization to the cosmic and divine order (71). 
 
Utopian Visions 
The organic philosophy of and attitude towards nature has also been the inspiration for the creation 
of utopias, in which humans and nature could live in an egalitarian manner, based on harmony and 
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mutual respect. In the early 17th century Tommasso Campanella, a philosopher and poet, created 
one such philosophy, named “City of the Sun”. His Utopian vision, seen in its social context, was a 
response to the call of the poor and labour classes, which strongly felt the pressure of 
the hierarchical society of the Renaissance, and its alienation from nature (80). His ideal society 
was based on a holistic nature view. The Earth was described as a living animal, drawing 
its strengths from within, the Earth being a mother, and the sun a father (83). Campanella believed 
that God was immanent within all nature and that all matter was alive. He wanted a political 
overthrow and the world to fuse all religious sects to come back to one natural and primitive faith 
that should liberate the people from slavery, and make place for a new, unique God, immanent in 
nature as a divine artisan (81). The idea should be realized in a communal society that placed the 
people within rather than above nature (83). The “City of the Sun” aimed at sustaining a balance 
with the surrounding natural environment by using rules and rituals to avoid overuse 
of resources and overpopulation. The philosophy and way of life were organized like nature‟s 
ecosystem, meaning that the interrelations and organic unity between the system‟s different parts, 
and the ecological diversity and sustainability are natural parts integrated into the whole. The 
society was in terms of norms, architecture, and agricultural practices based on the idea of the 
organic whole and both natural and human cycles were integrated. Only the land necessary for 
survival was being cultivated (84). Campanella‟s idea never came into reality, as his social 
revolt ended in defeat and years of imprisonment by the Spanish inquisition. Nevertheless today‟s 
ecology movements share many of his ideals of an organic environmental utopia (95). 
 
Competing images and values 
 
As mentioned above the nurturing and domination metaphors existed earlier in philosophy, religion, 
and literature. There were two competing images. Firstly, the dominion over the Earth expressed in 
Greek philosophy and Christian religion, and secondly the image of the nurturing Earth in Greek 
and other pagan philosophies (3). These images, and their normative association, were still found in 
16th century´s art or science. But as a result of the modernised economy and  the scientific 
revolution, the domination metaphor spread beyond the religious sphere, and gained a position of 
dominant influence in the political and social spheres as well (3). As long as the image of the Earth 
as a living organism and a nurturing mother prevailed, it could function as a cultural constraint on 
restricting actions of humans. This is because, if the Earth and nature are considered alive and 
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sensitive, it can be considered a breach on human ethical behaviour to “hurt” it with destructive 
acts. This view is for instance mirrored in most traditional cultures, where metals and minerals 
where considered to be ripened in the uterus of the Earth Mother. Mines were symbolising her 
vagina and mining was an act of violating the sacred living Earth (4).   
The new social and human needs that arose with new technological innovations threatened the 
normative constraints of the established conceptual structure and demanded new ones (5). The 
organic framework that earlier had been integrative enough to include commercial and 
technological developments, was then failing to integrate the acceleration of developments 
happening in the 16th and 17th century. This was because the needs of societies were changing and 
hence also the values applicable. It is important to note how the assumptions and values of nature in 
the organic framework, in the context of the commercial and technological change, were either 
absorbed into the emerging mechanical framework or rejected as they were then seen as irrelevant 
(5).   
This change towards the image of mastery and domination over nature was directly related to 
changes in human attitudes and behaviour towards the Earth (2). Society needed a new image to 
continue its process of commercialism and industrialisation, since it was depended on altering the 
Earth through mining, deforestation and the like. This became possible with the invention and use 
of new technologies like for example pumps, cranes, or mills. These technological and commercial 
changes had developed gradually since ancient and medieval eras and so did the following 
environmental deterioration (3).  
By the 16th and 17th centuries the tension between technological development and 
controlling organistic images became too great, and thus the old structures incompatible with the 
new activities.   
The history of ecological ideas had been full of contrasts consisting of both “imperialist” and 
“arcadian” views. “[O]ne might very well cast the story of ecology as a struggle between rival 
views of the relationship between humans and nature: one view devoted to the discovery of intrinsic 
value and its preservation, the other to the creation of an instrumentalised world and its 
exploitation” (Worster in Sutton 2004:21). 
 
Europe‟s natural environment in transition 
In pre-modern Europe the agrarian ecosystem of the cultivation of land was built on the relationship 
between the peasant community and the land (43). This relationship developed over centuries, 
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when people were adapting to the resources of the land they were living on and the agricultural 
technology. The traditional patterns of cooperation were upheld by powerful cultural norms. The 
earliest agrarian communities that were made up by persons living in the same geographical area, 
were based on the principle that each family farmed their own piece of land, but that the community 
shared the natural resources, such as forests and water. Cooperation and interdependence between 
the people of the village community maintained the health of the ecosystem (44). The environment 
altered as the European cities grew. Forested areas moved farther away from them, channels were 
build in the landscapes, and big waterwheels were constructed on them. Hence people began to 
experience nature as something altered and manipulated by technology and machines (68). This 
slow process of alienation, weakened human's relationship to nature, which had been close and 
organic before. This also changed the social organization, which previously had been an integrated 
part of the organic cosmos. Historical change is ecological change, if we look at human impact on 
the system as a whole. There is a dynamic interaction between natural and cultural systems. The 
environment was affected by the transition from peasant control of natural resources for the purpose 
of subsistence to capitalist control for the purpose of profit (43). Changes in the natural environment 
influenced human culture and institutions and people‟s experience of an increasingly manipulated 
nature undermined the organic model and gave way to the mechanistic model. 
 
 
Ecological movements and the organic perspective/attitude 
 
In the light of today's critical environmental situation the pre- mechanical, organic, attitude towards 
nature has had a revival in the search for solutions in order to face the ecological consequences of 
the exploitative attitude that the scientific revolution of the 16th and 17th century brought along 
(99). Ecology as a philosophy of nature has roots in the idea that “cosmos is an organic entity, 
growing and developing from within, in an integrated structure and function” (100). These are 
holistic ideas showing the interconnectedness and mutual dependency of all the parts of an 
ecosystem. Nature is seen as a whole, comprised of all living and non living environmental 
components which are in a dynamic relationship (99-100).  
The Gaia hypothesis and deep ecology, which will be introduced later, both include such a holistic 
view on nature. They function as examples to show that “contemporary ecocentrism [...] focus on a 
holistic perspective, intrinsic value residing in nature and the primary importance of the needs of 
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nature [that] can all be uncovered in earlier periods” (Sutton 2004:22). Even though today‟s 
situation can be described as “ [a] conquest of nature for the sake of human progress” (Sheldrake 
1994:10) humans still feel uncomfortable facing the ecological crisis. “But today, with the rise of 
the green movement, Mother Nature is reasserting herself [...]. [T]he acknowledgement that our 
planet is a living organism, Gaia, Mother Earth strikes a responsive chord in millions of people; and 
reconnects us both with our personal, intuitive experience of nature and with the traditional 
understanding of nature as alive” (Sheldrake 1994:10). 
Modern environmental ethics based on the organic ideas attempt to understand nature as something 
whole. It puts priority to whole organisms, populations and ecosystems to lead the way in 
developing holistic thought patterns for an environmentally sensitive world (Ferré 1994:60). This 
ethical, organistic holism represents egalitarianism with the biotic community.  
Nevertheless, what is often criticised about organicism is its rejection of all claims for a morally 
relevant special status of humanity (61).  For as the scientist Richard Watson puts it: “[U]nless we 
appeal to the uniquely personal capacities of the human species, we have no leverage for self-
restraint, no basis for an ecological ethics” (61). If the human should be treated in no other way than 
other species, the moral constraint needed by humans to protect the nature could not be demanded 
of them. Therefore the holistic perspective seems to entail a paradox.  
The next section will introduce the Gaia hypothesis by James E. Lovelock, which takes up the just 
explained holistic organistic idea. We want to illustrate in how far the organistic theory has had a 
renaissance today. It has important influence in the attempt to create a new, more sustainable, 
attitude towards nature amongst for example philosophers and scientist. 
 
THE GAIA HYPOTHESIS by James E. Lovelock 
 
Gaia, mother of all, I sing, oldest of gods, 
Firm of foundation, who feeds all creatures living on Earth, 
As many as move on the radiant land and swim in the sea 
And fly through the air, all these does she feed with her bounty. 
Mistress, from you come our fine children and bountiful harvests, 
Yours is the power to give mortals life and to take it away. 
(J. Donald Hughes, “Gaia: An Ancient View of Our Planet”) 
(Lovelock 2000: 191) 
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The Ancient Gaia 
The concept of nature portrayed in this section finds inspiration within Greek mythology or to put it 
more precisely takes it from the first Greek goddess, named Gaia. The verse above should give us 
an impression of how she is perceived; as the immortal, nurturing, and healing mother. She 
embodies the origin of all life on Earth, the firm of foundation, who feeds all creatures living on 
Earth. Thus she is called the Mother of the Earth, since all life has emerged from her fertile womb 
and all living things return unto Mother Earth after their life has ended. Gaia has the “power to give 
mortals life and to take it away”. As described earlier in this section these ancient thoughts can be 
seen as the origin of the organistic theory. They describe the Earth as something alive and as being 
interconnected with its human inhabitants, by drawing on the image of a nurturing mother.  
Within the Greek mythology we find it to be Gaia‟s task to keep the complex entity of all the 
different living things alive and flourishing, to wit in balance and harmony. The human‟s 
relationship with her should be as simple as that:  They just need to live their life in accord with her 
laws and in response she will look after them and make sure that they can live in a healthy and 
harmonious environment. “She feeds us with her bounty”. All living things are in constant 
interaction with Mother Earth, since they are seen as inhabitants of the gigantic ecosystem, she 
personifies.We can say that the ancient Greeks had a regardful attitude towards their Mother Earth. 
It is a view based on deep respect and worship for Gaia and the awareness that in order to keep their 
relationship working they have to contribute their part. 
 
The “Postmodern” Gaia 
If we look at the current relationship between humans and the Earth, we rather describe it as 
problematic. People in the industrialized western countries might be aware of the consequences that 
their way of living brings with it and we find this awareness expressed in some occasional starting 
points for thoughts dealing with the human relationship towards the planet, like for example the 
Deep Ecology movement or the Gaia hypothesis, which will be introduced here. 
If we compare the current relationship with the idea expressed in the Greek myth, it seems as if 
there is not much left of that “ancient Greek respect” for Mother Earth. We could even argue that 
the roles within this relationship have turned upside down. We could claim that it is the human 
species that aims at controlling this giant complex ecosystem and thus puts itself into a rather 
superior position compared to Mother Earth or Gaia. This might also apply to human relationships 
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with other species. It could be said that this human superiority then functions as some sort of 
justification to exploit the Earth for human‟s ends, without any sensitivity or awareness about 
possible limits or destruction.  
As prior sections have shown, we can explain this anthropocentric attitude with the mechanization 
of human life and man‟s urge to conquer and control the Earth. Man has used and developed 
technology to avoid any form of dependence on Mother Earth. There seems to be a common 
conviction prevalent, namely that the technological advanced human species does not need a 
Mother Earth to look after and guide it anymore. 
By introducing the basic ideas of James Lovelock‟s Gaia hypothesis in the following section, we 
aim at connecting the ancient idea of the nurturing Mother Earth with a contemporary ecological 
concept. We consider Lovelock‟s idea to be of significance in this chapter about an organistic view 
on nature, for it can show us that the old imagery of Mother Earth has not been fallen into oblivion, 
but still influences temporary ecological thoughts. Lovelock manages to connect the ancient idea 
about Gaia to a new scientifically substantiated concept about our natural environment. The 
following section thus takes the example of one possible temporary ecological theory to illustrate in 
what way historical concepts and attitudes find their revival in today‟s considerations about the 
human-nature relationship. 
The British chemist, physician, and environmentalist James E. Lovelock suggests a more holistic 
view on nature and hence aims at vesting us humans with a new awareness about our responsibility 
for and our place on our planet. Within his Gaia hypothesis he says that we humans are part of a 
giant, complex and alive super organism, given the name Gaia. What is of great importance is the 
aspect that the natural environment, both living and non-living, also constitute an important part of 
this organism. The British scientist is convinced that the human being‟s future on Earth would 
depend much more upon a right relationship with Gaia (Lovelock 2000: 13). Thus he aims at 
sharpening people‟s consciousness about their natural environment. 
 
Gaia Hypothesis 
The basic concept underlying James Lovelock‟s Gaia hypothesis is the view that the Earth is an 
actively self-regulating entity (Lovelock 2000:3) and that we humans are just one out of many 
species inhabiting it. We would be “neither the owners nor the stewards of this planet” (Lovelock 
2000: 13). Humans should become aware that they actively participate in the living process of an 
organism or community as equally regarded members.  
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As the resonance of James Lovelock‟s Gaia hypothesis has shown so far, it is difficult to convince 
the scientific world that the Earth would be alive in his sense. His concept has evolved or slightly 
changed over the past fifty years, since his idea did and still does not always meet with approval in 
the field of science. Peter Ward (American palaeontologist), for example responded with a contrary 
hypothesis, the so called “Medea Hypothesis”. His hypothesis aims to a large extent at refuting 
Lovelock‟s concept. We will introduce some of his thoughts in the end. 
In the following section we will draw on the latest version of James Lovelock‟s Gaia hypothesis 
here and thus mainly refer to aspects of the Gaia hypothesis taken from James Lovelock‟s book 
“The Ages Of Gaia - A Biography Of Our Living Earth”, published in the year 2000. 
Lovelock‟s curiosity and thus the origin of his hypothesis derives from a NASA mission, which he 
attended in 1961, in order to search for life on Mars. The unsuccessful search for a sign of life on 
Mars made him wondering what actually makes a planet like the Earth alive and further more what 
makes living on it possible (Lovelock 2000: 4). 
We do not need further justification to claim that life on Earth is possible and exists. For Lovelock 
the constitution of a planet‟s atmosphere would significantly contribute to the understanding of the 
existence of life on a planet. Simply because “the life on a planet would be obliged to use the 
atmosphere […] as [a] conveyor[s] of raw material and depositories” (Lovelock 2000: 5). Hence, 
organisms on a planet would change the balanced state of the atmosphere. Lovelock makes it clear 
that the Earth‟s atmosphere would enormously differ from atmospheres of so called dead planets, 
like the Mars, on which the elements of the atmosphere would be in a state of equilibrium. 
Consequently he says that the living organisms on the Earth‟s surface must be responsible for the 
unbalanced state of the gases of the Earth‟s atmosphere (Lovelock 2000:5-6). In addition to that 
Lovelock is interested in how they have managed to keep this state of disequilibrium for many 
billion years at a more or less constant state. 
This thought forms an important part of Lovelock‟s hypothesis, since it seems to proof that the 
organisms on the Earth‟s surface somehow seem to play a role in maintaining the planet Earth the 
way it is. We can take it as a first sign indicating that the planet Earth should not be considered as 
something dead, but that it is rather actively shaped by living things. The process that could, 
according to Lovelock, lie behind this will be outlined more meticulously in this section. 
Since this is a chapter about nature as an organism and the Gaia hypothesis is based on exactly such 
an idea, namely that the Earth is alive, some clarification about what life is actually is needed. 
James Lovelock provides us with some insight about the rather problematic concept of life. 
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If we start to think about the concept of life it soon becomes clear that it is not clear. This is exactly 
what Lovelock has to struggle with in his attempt to define life in a scientific manner. But of course 
in order to justify his hypothesis there has been an indispensable need for clarifying this concept.  
 
What is life? 
Lovelock begins to approach this problematic question by simply saying that people identify life by 
putting it in contrast to death. But for a scientist this is not a sufficient answer to the question. 
Lovelock says that living things would have an identity, which they maintain as they grow by taking 
in energy via food and sunlight. If an individual organism fails to get this energy, it fails to maintain 
its characteristics and we would consider it as dead (Lovelock 2000:18).  
Living things are “bounded by walls, membranes, skins, or wax coverings” (Lovelock 2000: 18), 
which give them a shape so that we are able to identify and thus also classify them. But even though 
living things have boundaries that define their physical identity they are also so called open 
systems. This means that “they take and excrete energy and matter” (Schrödinger in Lovelock 
2000:27) in order to maintain their physical identity.  
After having clarified these fundamental aspects of life, Lovelock goes on and says that life would 
be social. Life would always be a community or a collective out of many individual properties; 
these could be for example cells. The amalgamation of these single characteristic properties 
together then would form the characteristic property of a living thing, which we mainly recognize as 
its identity. Lovelock assumes that there would usually be an urge for constancy among those single 
properties, so that it is possible to recognize an identity of a living thing.  This is what Lovelock has 
in mind when he says life is social or exists in communities.  
And this realization lies at the core of Lovelock‟s hypothesis. He sees Gaia then “as a planet sized 
entity” (Lovelock 2000:19) or super organism, which is alive, as it is composed by its living 
inhabitants, the air, the oceans, and rock. Lovelock‟s super organism Gaia is “partly made up of 
living organisms and partly from non-living structural material” (Lovelock 2000:15). All these 
individuals and entities are in mutual interaction and together create the more or less constant 
composition of the planet and its atmosphere; the characteristic identity of the living Earth.  
Based on this idea Lovelock tackles the aspect of the maintenance of the constant unbalanced state 
of the atmosphere. As already mentioned the scientist assumes that there is a “tendency to 
constancy” (Lovelock 2000:18) among those single properties. In the case of Gaia this would be a 
mutual strive among the living organisms on the Earth‟s surface to maintain a more or less 
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unchanging state of the environment they live in. Lovelock calls this constancy homeostasis. 
Homeostasis is “a colligative property of life“ (Lovelock 2000: 18). Homeostasis then functions as 
an explanation for why the Earth‟s atmosphere has been in the same state of disequilibrium for so 
many years. Since this homeostasis is a collectively created property, the scientist claims that the 
biota and its environment actively work on keeping this constant state, which enables life on Earth. 
Life as being social and the aspect of homeostasis are two fundamental aspects of Lovelock‟s Gaia 
hypothesis. We begin to understand what seems to lie behind the idea of the Earth as being alive. 
 
Self-regulating Gaia 
So far Lovelock has argued that “there is evidence that shows the Earth‟s crust to be either directly 
the product of living things or modified by their presence” (Lovelock 2000:32). He goes on to state 
that the living things are able to maintain the homeostasis of the planet Earth. He thus assumes “the 
presence of a means for its regulation” (Lovelock 2000:29). “The Earth and the life it bears is a 
system that has the capacity to regulate the temperature and the composition of the Earth‟s surface 
and keep it comfortable for living organisms.” (Lovelock 2000: 30). This would happen actively 
and be initiated by the energy of the sun that these organisms take in and the material they excrete 
(Lovelock 2000:30). Thus Lovelock considers it to be a self- organizing and interactive process 
between the living organisms and the non-living material. 
The self-regulating system of the super organism Gaia would have successfully worked for billions 
of years. The British scientist argues: “We live in a world that has been built by our ancestors and 
continuously maintained by all things alive today” (Lovelock 2000:33). What Lovelock makes clear 
here is the aspect that at no point since life emerged the Earth‟s evolution has taken place 
independently from the evolution of its living organisms (Lovelock 2000: 20). 
The next question that arises is how exactly this process of maintaining the homeostasis is supposed 
to work. Lovelock offers us a well thought-out idea about the functioning of this self-regulating 
apparatus. He simply suggests: “The Earth is regulated by life” (Lovelock 2000:33). As we will see 
this simple statement entails the mechanisms of evolution and thus adaptation.  
“[In the long run does] the activity of an organism change […] its environment to a more favourable 
state” (Lovelock 2000:33). Furthermore living things use any advantages their environment offers 
them in order to improve their life (Lovelock 2000: 37).   
 82 
Living organisms would take in as much energy as they need in order to live. In exchange they 
would excrete material like methane or carbon dioxide. According to Lovelock they are thus able to 
actively change their physical or chemical environment (Lovelock 2000: 38). 
After a change of the material environment has been initiated, Darwinian evolution or natural 
selection would come into play (Lovelock 2000: 38). Those species or individuals, which would 
have the most advantageous characteristics to adapt to specific environmental changes would 
produce the most progeny and thus pass on these advantageous characteristics. Other species of 
individuals that would bring with them rather inhibiting characteristics for surviving in these 
changed conditions would decrease in number and probably eventually die. Lovelock concludes 
that “both the species and the change will increase until a new stable state is reached” (Lovelock 
2000: 33). It would then be a stable comfortable state for those organisms that have been equipped 
with the most advantageous properties under these circumstances.  
Lovelock includes another important component in his considerations, namely the aspect of limits. 
According to him does “The existence of constraints or bounds […] establish the limits of life” 
(Lovelock 2000:39) and evokes new changes.  
In longer and planetary terms the biota would shape the evolution of the material environment and 
the environment would influence the evolution of its living organisms.  
This understanding constitutes the main argument of Lovelock‟s Gaia hypothesis, namely that it is a 
super organism. Lovelock argues that these interactive processes are “so closely coupled that 
evolution concerns Gaia” (Lovelock 2000: 20), not the living biota and its environment separately.  
 
Lovelock has started to approach his hypothesis with the eyes of an astronaut, namely from above, 
daring to consider the living and non-living things of a planet as one organism. He then looks upon 
micro processes in search for a closer understanding and more precise explanations for his 
hypothesis. These smaller processes then together create the all overarching complex super 
organism Gaia and led Lovelock come to the conclusion that “Gaia is the largest manifestation of 
life” (Lovelock 2000: 39). But Lovelock makes it clear that Gaia is anything but static; it is moving, 
developing, and always changing, due to the self-regulative mechanisms that take place (Lovelock 
2000: 40). 
Despite the contemporary relationship humans seem to have with the planet they live on, Lovelock 
does not believe that the human species would ever be able to destroy the planet, but rather harm its 
species itself by changing the current homeostasis of the planet to such an extent that an optimal 
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state for human life would be replaced by another state suitable for another form of life. Therefore it 
is of great importance to sustain the current comfortable life conditions on Earth (Lovelock 2000: 
145).  
 
Gaia hypothesis: too positive? 
We can describe James Lovelock‟s Gaia hypothesis as a concept inspired by the organic theory and 
evoked by the momentary dominating problematic relation humans seem to have with the natural 
environment. But compared to the old organic theory it is also founded on scientific explanations. 
We find the ancient myth as a means for understanding the Earth replaced by science as the reliable 
and truthful source of knowledge today.  
It is quite possible that Lovelock‟s different perspective on our natural environment can awake 
some deeper awareness about the world we live in and are a part of and thus revivify some of the 
lost ancient respect humans used to have for it. 
In spite of that it can also be argued that Lovelock‟s concept of our planet is too positive and 
nevertheless not sufficiently scientific for today‟s world? 
 As we have already mentioned there has been a variety of scientists strictly rejecting Lovelock‟s 
idea of the super organism. One of them is the American paleontologist Peter Ward. He is a 
professor of Biology and of Earth and Space Sciences and has introduced an opposing hypothesis in 
response to Lovelock‟s theory.   
His Medea hypothesis holds the idea that “the overall effect of life has been and will be to reduce 
the longevity of the Earth as a habitable planet” (Ward 2009: 35).  
Peter Ward makes it clear that Lovelock leaves out the fact that natural selection also favours those 
living organisms, which degrade their environment (Kirchner in Ward 2009: 37). The American 
scientist argues that it is not possible for organisms to stabilize their environment and at the same 
time alter it in ways that would be beneficial for them (Ward 2009: 38). This would not be normal 
on a planet inhabited with Darwinian life, where those species survive, which manage to profit from 
their environment in the for them most advantageous way and thus survive as a successful species. 
Every living being has an urge to survive and in this regard the negative consequences of 
exploitation are less important. We could then ask why we humans should  make sacrifices 
regarding our way of living, if nature “will cause the end of itself [anyway], on this […] planet 
inhabited by Darwinian life, through perturbation and changes of either temperature, [or] 
atmospheric gas composition”  (Ward 2009: 35). 
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Ward says that because of the struggle for life there would be winners and losers on this planet 
(Ward 2009: 17). Judged by features like longevity, fecundity, abundance, or geographic range Ward 
sees the human species as a particularly successful species. Hence humans hold a superior position 
compared to other beings. As we can see does Peter Ward‟s anthropocentric view find its 
explanation within scientific justifications and is most radically expressed when he says that we 
humans are “the major success” (Ward 2009: 22), which has evolved on this planet. Our way of 
living would have ensured our survival, because we have developed the right means to profit from 
our environment and survive for such a long time. Darwinian evolution has equipped us humans 
with an exceptionally intelligence and this is why we could be regarded as the only hope to actively 
save this planet (Ward 2009: 22). If we take Peter Wards conviction, namely that we are “the major 
success”, do we humans then have a special responsibility for the sustainability of this planet or 
does this superiority gives us permission to continue our current way of living?     
 
In the next section we will introduce the idea of deep ecology founded by the Norwegian 
philosopher Arne Naess. He shares some of James Lovelock considerations. We will see that this 
agreement especially applies to the idea of a close interconnection between humans and their 
natural environment.  Nevertheless he is more concerned with human attitudes towards nature and 
does not like Lovelock grounds his theory in science, but within the field of philosophy. His ideas 
are significantly inspired by the Dutch philosopher Spinoza. 
 
Deep Ecology 
 
“That thing is said to be FREE (libera) which exists by the mere necessity of its own 
nature and is determined to act by itself alone. That thing is said to be NECESSARY 
(necessaria), or rather COMPELLED (coacta), which is determined by something else 
to exist and act in a certain fixed and determinate way.”  
(Spinoza in Parkinson 1992: 4) 
 
We have already been introduced to Spinoza‟s ideas about nature in the chapter “Nature as Divine”. 
Here we aim at illustrating that his pantheistic view on nature also has an influence on temporary 
ecological concepts. His thoughts on nature can give inspiration when dealing with the current 
human attitude toward nature.   
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 This section will depict the concept of deep ecology. Inspired by Spinoza, it is concerned with ways 
to achieve a change in the temporary human-nature relation. In this connection the ecological 
movement aims for a deeper understanding of possible human attitudes toward nature and how 
these could be changed in order to establish a different awareness about our natural environment. 
The Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess (1912-2009) has been the founder of the concept of deep 
ecology. He takes Spinoza‟s texts as “a source of inspiration to enter and continue activism” (Naess 
2005: 408) referring to his idea of a world-wide ecological movement and as an impetus or 
justification to illustrate in what way a general change in common attitude toward nature could be 
achieved and realized in his idea of a deep ecology. 
 
The Deep Ecology Movement of Arne Naess 
Arne Naess considers deep ecology as a “personal system” or philosophy, which should leave room 
or encourage for “many different, distinct, yet mutually acceptable interpretations” (Naess 1991: 5). 
His intention has been to create an ecological philosophy or ecosophy that “leads from the 
immediate self into the vast world of nature “(Naess 1991: 3). The deep ecology movement is 
considered to be a global movement, but the individual‟s contributions are highly valued and seen 
as a significant precondition. This means in order to create a total view of our relationship to nature, 
every individual would be asked for self-reflexion concerning own basic goals and then “to develop 
and articulate basic, common intuitions of the absolute value of nature” (Naess 1991: 3). Arne 
Naess liked to ask: “What do we basically need in life?” (Naess 2005: 14).  
Arne Naess‟idea of a “personal system” takes its departure from single intuitions, philosophies, or 
decisions in everyday life (Naess 2005: 17). These would derive from different backgrounds and 
individual approaches (Naess 1991: 3), but all together eventually result in a total view, or an 
absolute value, that opens to “a full scale critique of our civilization [and seeks] out false 
conceptions of reality” (Naess 1991: 4). Naess thinks that “[o]n the basis of [the individuals‟] 
fundamental beliefs and attitudes, [they could be able to] contribute,[...], to the solutions of the 
ecological crisis” (Naess 2005: 418). In doing so it would be of great importance to remind oneself 
about one‟s own beliefs and attitudes. What seems to lie at the very core of Naess‟ ecosophy is his 
idea of “self- realization” that would enable a different human-nature relationship. Arne Naess 
considers the process of “self-realization” as a way of gaining a “better” understanding of nature. 
We will elaborate on this idea in depth later. 
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Spinoza‟s quote in the beginning mirrors Naess‟ conception about the contribution of individual 
intuitions that he regards as a precondition to develop a different understanding of nature and the 
human‟s place in it. But we will have a closer look on how exactly Spinoza‟s philosophy might 
function as an inspiration to create a mechanism of change in attitudes, how this change would have 
an effect on the actualisation of the deep ecology movement and a final achievement of a different 
human perception of nature. As it will become clear on the following pages Naess seems to ground 
his idea of a broad total view and “self-realization” to a great extent in what he calls Spinoza‟s 
pantheistic view of nature. 
 
What Do Deep Ecologists Believe In? 
Arne Naess‟ deep ecology is characterized by an understanding of nature that seems to neglect and 
transcend the exclusive view of nature as a resource, meaning just considering it as a servant for 
human needs, and seek for a deeper and more complex understanding of the relation humans have 
with their natural environment. The movement emphasizes equality among all beings and therefore 
does away with the anthropocentric idea of humans being superior to other existing beings. The 
concept supports a biocentric or ecocentric view on nature, stating that “every living being has an 
intrinsic value” (Naess 2005: 18) and “equal right to live and blossom” (Naess 2005: 68). Naess is 
convinced that quick technological solutions are not sufficient to solve or undermine current 
ecological problems. What would be needed is a “change in our attitudes” (Naess 2005: 19). Hence, 
the thesis that underlies Arne Naess‟ ecosophy sounds as follows: “In the long run our strange 
human species can avoid major crises only if the attitudes toward nature prevalent in the industrial 
states are changed” (Naess 2005: 381). 
There is a number of assumptions underlying the concept, which make up the basic convictions of 
the deep ecologists. These assumptions give a clear picture of how nature is perceived within the 
deep ecology movement.  According to Naess “[n]ature [...] is not the passive, dead, value-neutral 
nature of mechanistic science” (Naess 2005: 411). As already mentioned, deep ecologists emphasize 
that every living and non-living being would have an intrinsic value. Furthermore the principles of 
richness and diversity are seen as important, since they would enable the production of new 
modalities of life and thus contribute to the richness of life. The deep ecology movement interprets 
the Darwinian struggle of life as “the ability to coexist and cooperate in complex relationships” 
(Naess 2005: 8), rather than a fight for existence, which would either mean to survive or to die. The 
idea of symbiosis is esteemed by deep ecology supporters. The values of richness and diversity 
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should not be limited by humans besides to guarantee the satisfaction of vital needs (Naess 2005: 
18). The deep ecology movement even affirms a reduction of human population in order to improve 
the non-human life. This assumption clearly mirrors the idea of egalitarianism between humans and 
other living forms. In addition to that the movement holds the opinion that the “human interference 
into [the] non-human world is too excessive” (Naess 2005: 19). Therefore a change of policies 
would be required, which would bring with it a change in the “basic, economic, technological, and 
ideological structures” (Naess 2005: 19) of societies.  
But what is of most importance is the demand for a change in human attitudes, because this change 
would “bring appreciation of the quality of life rather than higher standard of living” (Naess 2005: 
19). Just like James Lovelock, the founder of the Gaia hypothesis, deep ecologists argue that the 
humans‟ standard of living could not be sustained like this, since it would extremely destabilize the 
balance of Gaia in a longer view. Arne Naess and his followers emphasize the quality of life, here in 
the sense of richness and diversity, and rather neglect the current idea of a standard of living that is 
quantitatively defined.  
In the next section we want to elaborate on the deep ecologist‟s assumption that all living beings 
have intrinsic value and thus equal rights. Then a description of Naess‟ already indicated concept of 
“self-realization” will follow. 
Intrinsic Value 
Deep ecologists build on the idea of an inherent value to argue that each individual would have an 
“equal right to live and blossom” (Naess 2005: 8). But Naess is aware that this equal right is not 
fully guaranteed or neutrally considered in real life. According to him this would be due to two 
major factors, namely nearness and vitalness, additionally certain human obligations would have an 
influence. 
If the ideas of deep ecology would gain a foothold and thus build a part of people‟s everyday life 
and conscious, then, as Arne Naess makes it clear, the killing of certain animals would not 
necessarily mean that we do not appreciate the inherent values and equal rights of other living 
beings. He argues that there would exist a variety of intuitions and in connection to that “slight 
differences reflecting different valuations of various sorts” (Naess 2005: 68) among human beings, 
that might let us step on and kill a rare plant, but at the same time we could still be able to 
appreciate its inherent value and equal right to blossom and live.  
In order to explain the  occurrence of killing other beings, the Norwegian argues that human beings 
feel more nearness toward closer related species and would consequently consider some beings as 
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“more alive” than others, referring for example to the rare plant in comparison to a pet. Furthermore 
do people have obligations and responsibilities towards other human beings. These obligations 
could make them intuitively kill an animal in order to save a person‟s life; a person they might feel 
closely connected to and care for. This form of intuition is significantly guided by emotions and 
thus people might counteract rather momentarily (Naess 2005: 68), due to their “intuitive concept of 
life” (Naess 2005: 68), which is determined by factors like vitalness, nearness, or obligations. But 
according to Naess, there is also a rational side to it. This would include different cultural 
backgrounds, but also the ability of close connectedness to certain other people within a community. 
 
“Self-realization” 
The idea of “self-realization” contributes an important part to Naess‟ ecosophical concept. What lies 
behind this term is the idea or condition “to connect the individual to the principles of 
interconnectedness in nature” (Naess 1991: 8). The individual being should transcend his own 
physical boundaries or limits in order to see him- or herself as part of an interlinked whole, referring 
to the natural environment. He or she should become one with nature, since the individual would be 
an equal part of the interconnected system, in which nothing functions independently from the 
other. In spite of that, “self-realization” would not disband the appreciation of diversity and 
richness, because, as Naess emphasizes: “[...] [T]he diversity of different individuals and 
approaches remains, as we share and shape our connections to the larger” (Naess 1991: 9).  
He describes the active and never-ending process of “self-realization” as moving towards a “greater 
Self” (Naess 1991: 9), which we would conceive ourselves as a part of. Although human beings 
would always be “on their way”, Naess comes to think of a favoured state, in which he describes the 
“self-realizing” self as being a “mature self”. “The person, who would be “all-round” mature cannot 
avoid identifying with every living being- seeing himself or herself in every being” (Naess 2005: 
415). Naess envisions an ideal “mature human being [who] see[s] himself as parts of an all-
encompassing ecological whole” (Naess in Lane Jr. et al. 2006: 77). The “mature self” would be 
guided by his or her intuitions in order to create his or her perception of the surrounding nature. He 
also explains that not every human being would be able to acquire the state of a “mature self”: 
“Some of you never would feel it meaningful or possible that a human self could embrace all living 
things” (Naess in Lane Jr. et al. 2006: 80).  
In the following we will depict the most significant aspects of Spinoza‟s thoughts on nature, taken 
from his “Ethics”, that Naess draws on in order to establish his ecological philosophy or ecosophy. 
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Naess does not aim at consulting an interpretation of the entire “Ethics”. He is mainly concerned 
with Spinoza‟s pantheistic view on nature, which we have also gained insight in one of the 
foregoing chapters. This is why Naess has given the temporary role of God some own thoughts 
before interpreting Spinoza‟s convictions. 
 
The role of God 
Arne Naess claims that the earlier perception of the transcendent God, as the creator, used to 
function as a reference point when people thought about nature. Today he would not play the same 
role anymore. “Nature is divested of any attribute that could foster a natural, deep or fruitful 
personal interaction [with it]” (Naess 2005: 382). Humans s‟ relationship would mainly focus on 
natural resources that are used to ensure a certain standard of living. Nature would be regarded as 
something neutral or uncongenial, which Man would have been able to conquer by means of 
technology. This perception then would have produced “superficial aesthetic or recreational 
attitudes” (Naess 2005:  382) toward nature. Naess takes Spinoza‟s identification of God to see it as 
a way of “reinvesting Nature with perfection, value, and holiness” and thus mirroring a “rejection of 
degrading nature” (Naess 2005: 383).  
 
Spinoza‟s Philosophy of Nature 
God and the Particular Things 
 “God is the cause of all things” (Naess 2005: 383) does Spinoza claim in his “Ethics”. Departing 
from this statement he quickly refers to a form of interdependence between God and human beings, 
referred to as particular things. “Without our essence there is no God; without God we are nothing” 
(Spinoza in Naess 2005: 383). Naess interprets Spinoza‟s God as immanent and this immanence 
would then be embodied or exist in the particular things as modifications of the divine essence. The 
term “Deus sive Natura” found in the “Ethics” would convey the immanence of God in nature 
(Naess 2005: 383). Consequently nature would be totally dependent on the particular things (Naess 
2005: 389) and be made of and expressed by a system of interconnected existing beings. 
According to Spinoza, God or Nature would only be able to express each essence through the 
particular things or “modes”. He denotes the expression of one‟s essence or nature as a power and 
every being strives for gaining and maintaining this form of power (Naess 2005: 389).  
Arne Naess deduces that Spinoza may have considered “God or Nature” and “actions of God or 
Nature” as equally basic concepts (Naess 2005: 383). Hence the particular things would besides 
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their own essence also hold and express God‟s and Nature‟s power. (Naess 2005: 383). The 
Norwegian philosopher then argues that this idea could be taken to revive the lost reference point 
within nature. If God and Nature could be perceived as equally basic aspects of „the Whole‟” 
(Naess 2005: 284), we can recall the already indicated idea that nature then would entail divine 
attributes, like “perfection, value, and holiness” (Naess 2005: 383).  
 
The Understanding of God or Nature 
Spinoza considers the acquisition of the love of Nature and the understanding of God or Nature as 
“the highest good we can strive for in harmony with the dictate of reason” (Spinoza in Naess 2005: 
384). Since he reckons living beings as modes of God‟s or Nature‟s essence, he argues: “The more 
we understand the particular things, the more we understand Nature” (Spinoza in Naess 2005: 385). 
Let us shortly recall Arne Naess‟ advice to always ask the basic questions in life and we might again 
discover another parallel between Spinoza‟s and Naess‟ considerations. Naess holds the opinion that 
we should always work towards ultimate goals in life, not subordinate goals, since this would be 
unreasonable (Naess 2005: 406). The understanding of God or Nature could be defined as such an 
ultimate goal. In addition to that, Spinoza‟s considerations might also entail notions of Naess‟ 
broader perspective, meaning to firstly regard the particulars and secondly nature as a whole to 
come to a fully and unified understanding of oneself. Gaining this perspective would also include 
the other way around, namely starting from our own intuitions and defining our own basic values in 
order to better understand the larger, which surrounds us. 
But Spinoza claims that humans would only be able to understand nature to the extent that they 
would understand the particular things, since Nature would be perfect in „itself‟ and not “a narrowly 
moral, utilitarian, or aesthetic perfection” (Spinoza in Naess 2005: 386-397). The Dutch 
philosopher perceives nature as complete and real in itself and thus as “free, powerful, self-caused, 
and active”. We, as human beings or “modes of Nature” would not be able to fully grasp and 
understand its “common order” (Spinoza in Naess 2005: 388). 
Arne Naess takes this assumption to argue that nature would be “all-inclusive, creative, infinitely 
diverse, and alive in the broad sense of what he calls Spinozic “panpsychism” (Naess 2005: 386). 
Everything in nature would seem to be interrelated. He also thinks that we humans would not be 
able to absolutely understand the complexity of nature and predict any long-range effects that might 
occur due to our current treatment of nature. But we should take from Spinoza the idea of striving 
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for an understanding of nature by means of considering it as something equal to human beings; the 
understanding of nature seen as an ultimate goal in life. 
How exactly do we proceed in striving for such a goal? Spinoza provides us with an idea: We 
should “form a kind of community (societas) with people that also strive to acquire it” (Spinoza in 
Naess 2005: 386) and this is what the deep ecology movement embodies.  
 
Community 
But how would a community constituted by free and self-caused individuals function together 
towards an all overarching ultimate goal? Each of the individual members would have its own 
essence and thus an individual will to express this essence. Naess terms this the “right for self-
fulfilment”, which was earlier described as the “possession” of a form of power. Particular beings 
would aim at maintaining or expanding this power. The right for self-fulfilment would be the same 
for every being, but Naess thinks that, as “free and rational, [human beings would] desire the same 
for all life-forms” (Naess 2005: 388). He stresses the idea of symbiosis in order to defeat 
competition. Symbiosis seems to bring the idea of intrinsic values to the foreground again. 
“Everyone has a Natural right” (Naess 2005: 390); animals included. Spinoza states: “That right 
which they [the animals] have in relation to us, we have in relation to them” (Spinoza in Naess 
2005: 390). We can say then that according to Spinoza humans should acquire the concept of nature 
by means of understanding the particular things, for example human beings or animals, since these 
would express nature to a certain extent. Naess describes the understanding of nature as a step or 
transition from self-understanding to the acquisition of a broader perspective, in which intuition, but 
also rationality plays an important role. First we must establish and clarify our own basic attitudes 
in order to create a more general or absolute value. “The system begins with the immediate”. 
Spontaneous experiences or intuitions would function as starting points. But any system would 
carry with it some social contexts (Naess 1991: 7). 
 
Spinoza and Deep Ecology 
We now would like to elaborate on a few terms taken from Spinoza‟s “Ethics”, which Naess 
considers to be of great significance to describe basic ideas of deep ecology.  
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Deus sive Natura – “God or Nature” 
Let us begin with “Deus sive Nature”; a term we have already stumbled over. Naess takes the 
expression “God or Nature” to interpret God and Nature as equally basic concepts. If nature would 
be creative, self-caused and be expressed through the particular things then this would mean that the 
particular things, also self-caused and creative, would actively take part in the creation of nature. 
Naess concludes: “There is creativity, but not a creator” (Naess 2005: 403) and connects this idea 
with James Lovelock‟s holistic concept of Gaia, as a self nurturing super organism, to claim that 
nature in this respect would be “naturing” and every “existing being partakes [in this process of 
“naturing”] (Naess 2005: 403). Here we get an idea of what Naess means when he describes nature 
as active in the Spinozic way. Nevertheless Spinoza argues that this creativity would be unequally 
distributed, because humans would have more right compared to other beings (Spinoza in Naess 
2005: 389). In contrast to that deep ecologists emphasize an equal right of every being to live and 
flourish. The term “panpsychism” would also express the distribution of this creativity (Naess 2005: 
404) and should again draw attention on the idea of equality among living beings on Earth. 
 
Amor intellectualis Dei – “The understanding love of God” 
Illuminating “the understanding love of God” under the aspect of an immanent God, Arne Naess 
argues that this understanding love could be seen as equally directed toward individual beings, so to 
speak to our natural environment, including animals, plants and the like. Under this premise let us 
recall the conviction that all living beings would have intrinsic value. It is then that Naess argues 
that  it makes sense to care for these beings since they are creative beings too and consequently 
contribute to the process of designing our own environment as well (Naess 2005: 404). So regarding 
to Naess “Amor intellectualis Dei implies active loving concern for all living beings” (Naess 2005: 
405) and hence mirrors a way of caring understanding, which could be manifested in a movement 
toward a “green community” (Naess 2005: 407). But in order to initiate a form of movement Naess 
considers activeness as an important factor. Again he gains inspiration from Spinoza‟s idea about 
activeness here. 
Activeness 
Spinoza‟s claims that “the more directly [a being] expresses its unique nature, the greater the joy” 
and “sorrow comes from passivity, lack of active expressions” (Spinoza in Naess 2005: 409). Naess 
sees the motivating force of human activeness in their ultimate attitudes toward life (Naess 2005: 
409). We might understand Naess in that way that the decision to actively join a movement would 
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be initiated by individual “intuitive concepts of life”. The same basic goals would then accumulate 
in an overarching absolute goal and consequently a joint movement like the deep ecology 
movement could be initiated. Nevertheless everyone would contribute according to his or her own 
capacity (Naess 2005: 409) and due to different cultural backgrounds. This would mean that the 
movement emerges from free and independent individuals, who would strive for a commonly 
shared ultimate goal. Hence the freedom of every self-caused, creative, and active being in this 
ecological movement would be ensured. In this case then activism would be equal to freedom 
(Naess 2005: 410), which could be seen as an enormous advantage in order to achieve a goal.  
We can say then that the concept of the deep ecology movement expresses a concept that aims at 
causing a change in the current human relationship toward nature by building on the freedom of 
individual beings and not on some ideology imposed by a state that might include suppression and 
force. Passion can be seen as an important force to achieve something and in this case there is room 
for passion. 
 
To summarize we can say that the foregoing section shed light on the deep ecology concept. It  
represents a biocentric or ecocentric approach and thus values nature as something rather active, 
alive, and equal to the human species. Arne Naess and in this regard also Spinoza might inspire us 
to consider nature not exclusively as a resource serving human ends, but to appreciate nature with 
all its beauty, richness, and flourishing around us and perceive it as a part of ourselves rather than 
something hostile and materialistic. In accordance to that we aimed at highlighting the importance 
of attitudes in this regard and the significance of understanding the self in order to achieve a full and 
united understanding and perception of nature. 
Nature has been “re-valued” and viewed as perfect in itself.  Human beings, would be equipped 
with the capacity of intuitively decide what is best for their environment. Every existing being has 
been considered to have intrinsic value and has been seen as a participant in the creation of nature. 
In this regard humans might care about other beings and appreciate their inherent value and equal 
rights to live, because if they would care about the others‟ well-being, they would at the same time 
care about their own well-being. 
Furthermore it has been claimed that human beings would hold an urge to act in order to feel joyful 
and maintain themselves or their own essences. This activism would be driven by basic goals or 
attitudes in life. Arne Naess is convinced that “[r]eason only points out the way to go, but only the 
strength of the feelings can do the job” (Naess 2005: 416). This might be one of the decisive ideas 
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lying behind the deep ecology concept that would increase the chance of a possible success of the 
movement.  Naess adds: “As persons we cannot escape pretending to act and decide on the basis of 
a total view” (Naess 1991: 7). It would take the individual effort to create a total view otherwise a 
successful result would be utopian, because it would not have been developed with joy or passion 
and thus not be driven by deep convictions. Might this be the reason why all those short-sighted and 
quick scientific and technological suggestions do not gain a foothold and rather fail in contributing 
to another sustainable human-nature relationship?  
“That thing is said to be FREE (libera) which exists by the mere necessity of its own nature and is 
determined to act by itself alone” (Spinoza in Parkinson 1992: 4)  
Maybe Spinoza has provided us the decisive key in order to achieve any major changes in society 
and people‟s life. Within his concept Naess envisions the individual self to be connected to a larger 
unity, or to put it with other words, suggests that we humans should expand our own limited egos in 
order to seek an understanding of the widest “Self” (Naess 1991: 6). The ideal self-realizing person 
was seen as a “mature human being [who] see[s] himself as parts of an all-encompassing ecological 
whole” (Naess in Lane Jr. et al. 2006: 77). 
 
Conclusion: 
In the foregoing chapter we have given a general account of ancient and contemporary organic 
concepts of nature. Firstly, we have shown that there exist different attitudes within one concept of 
nature, because they depend on cultural and historical contexts. These backgrounds have been 
depicted in our historical overview of the organistic perception of nature. 
In this regard we have portrayed the significance of the idea of nature as an organic whole 
consisting of interdependent entities. The idea of the Earth, and therefore also nature, being a 
nurturing, living mother made the emotional attitude towards nature most prevalent in these eras.  
We can conclude that the philosophical concept of the human as being one part of a bigger 
organism, has functioned as an important cultural and ethical constraint preventing a large scale 
industrialization of the natural environment earlier. The organistic concept of nature has regained its 
relevance in the last decades, as the consequences of a mainly rational and materialistic attitude 
towards nature, dominating the periods of industrialization, have become visible and initiated 
movements against the exploitation of the natural environment. A possible result of a new influence 
of the organistic theory could be a more respectful and emotional attitude towards nature leading 
away from an anthropocentric attitude towards an ecocentric view. James E. Lovelock‟s Gaia 
 95 
hypothesis suggests such a biocentric or ecocentric perception of nature and thus calls for a change 
in human attitudes towards nature, by drawing on the ancient idea and imagery of Mother Earth, 
Gaia. His aim is to restore the human respect for their natural environment, which has been lost 
throughout the process of mechanization and industrialization. Nevertheless we have illustrated that 
Lovelock‟s organistic concept might also be liable to appear too optimistic. By including some 
ideas of the opposing Medea hypothesis, we aimed at showing that Lovelock might have excluded 
some important scientific considerations. Peter Ward depicts a range of scientifically grounded 
counter arguments that make the Gaia hypothesis appear to be less positive.  
As the last section has shown, deep ecologist are again rather in accordance with James Lovelock‟s 
Gaia hypothesis of a super organism. Arne Naess‟ deep ecology concept might sound conclusive to 
us and could even leave room for a hope of success in order to change the current dominating 
problematic relationship we have with our natural environment. In contrast to prevalent short term 
solutions, which are imposed on us, deep ecologists begin to tackle the problem on a deeper level, 
considering a change in attitudes as a necessary precondition. But in spite of that, we might also 
realize that Naess‟ idea about “self-realization” appears difficult to comprehend. Even the 
Norwegian philosopher himself claims that “[s]ome of you never would feel it meaningful or 
possible that a human self could embrace all living things” (Naess in Lane Jr. et al. 2006: 80).  
“Self-realization” entails something of a mystic and elusive notion.  Intuitive processes are involved 
and furthermore we are not able to explain the process of “self-realization” in a purely scientific 
manner. We can then retract some of our slight hopes for a future success of the ecological 
movement by asking: How exactly are we human beings to become one with nature? Do we not 
need a more clearly guideline; not just a reference to our intuitive abilities? How then should a 
movement like deep ecology gain a foothold in reality? 
 
We have started this chapter with an illustration of the evolution of the organic theory which 
entailed an emotional attitude towards nature and thus brought along a more respectful relation to 
nature among humans.  The Gaia hypothesis and the deep ecology concept have functioned as 
illustrations to show that the organic concept of nature has regained significance today.  They can 
both be regarded as an attempt of a revival of this initial emotional attitude towards nature; aiming 
at changing the damaging consequences of our current rational attitude of exploitation and 
separation 
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Discussion 
What is nature? We asked ourselves this before starting our work, but as this question arose, it 
became clear that no sufficient answer could be found to define this complex thing, which we call 
'Nature'. Through our work we have argued that nature has been seen as anything from machinery 
to freedom, and that human beings have perceived their place both above and within nature. So how 
to approach this ellusive concept?  
     By means of historical, philosophical and literary sources we have come to realise that nature is 
a reflection of the time in which it is defined. In order to make different concepts of nature 
graspable we divided the report into four sections resembling different theoretical “pure” attitudes 
towards nature. Nevertheless we are aware of the fact that in reality these are much more complex 
During the era of Enlightenment human beings wanted to enquire the world in purely rational terms 
and as something understandable in a cause and effect perspective, and therefore came to see nature 
as machinery – something which was investigated and treated as pleased. In Romanticism human 
grew “tired” of this insensitive rationalisation and yearned for a free, all comprehending and 
magnificent nature. Nature was viewed as divine and not only accessible via natural sciences but 
also and perhaps foremost via art and poetry. The organistic concept of nature perceives it  as a 
system of living interconnected organisms. So how can the term “nature” imply so different 
meanings? And does one definition of nature necessarily stand in a total opposition to another? If 
there is one thing we can be certain of, it is that nature is a complexity of many different ideas, 
views, and attitudes. In other words, nature is what we want it to be. It is a concept defined through 
our own understandings; how we want to perceive it is how it is perceived. Our beliefs and 
emotions colour our perception of - and relation towards nature. With this being said, our attitudes 
towards nature are of course shaped by the time in which we live. Historical context along with 
cultural, societal and personal context helps us to define this complex term that nature is. 
Furthermore our understanding of it, the way we choose to perceive it, is followed by various 
consequences and outcomes.  
     In the following we would like to give a short account of how people conceive nature today. 
As mentioned earlier attitudes have a history. If we look at human's current relation to nature, we 
encounter a diversity of views and beliefs, implying traces of former times. We would like to 
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illustrate this point by giving some examples of predominant attitudes towards nature which we can 
observe today. 
     Today in Western societies, we find constituent parts of the mechanical attitude towards nature 
being deeply anchored in our conception of nature. Certain properties born in the time of the 
Enlightenment are inherited in our way of understanding and forming a basis for nowadays„ view. 
The Western material living standards are unthinkable without the influence of the industrial 
revolution from the 17
th
  and 18
th
  century - a modern society equals an industrialised society. In 
connection to this, nature is understood as a resource. We grow rich on animals and natural 
materials, and in general there is no animistic aura of respect to prevent this exploitation of animals 
and natural materials. Modern societies are build up as if we could lean on endless resources. Even 
though some might think of the eventuality of a sustainable lifestyle, the status quo is that there is 
not enough genuine motivation to take the necessary steps in the direction of sustainable changes 
regarding our heavy climatic problems. By generally having kept a certain standard of material 
living  for  a long period of time, it ironically does not feel natural to be in nature, thus human 
beings always bring materials along. This makes nature seem as something savage and dangerous in 
itself. Moreover, in general nature is viewed through the eyes of quantification - humans have faith 
in science. Science contains the roads for improvements of health and life, avoiding the inevitable 
death for as long as possible. In general there is mistrust in the mystical; the modern human is a 
rational being. 
     In Western cultures, death is not taken easily. It is perhaps seen as one of the biggest taboos, 
since it is something that, even after hundreds of years of science and innovation, is not tangible. 
Death is the core of complete mystery, fear, and the unknown - the universal taboo, as dubbed by 
Hokheimer & Adorno. The greatest task is perhaps how to conquer death. This would probably 
embody the ultimate, reaching the absolute; at least many believe so. Death has not always been a 
taboo to such an extent. Earlier, poorer living standards made death a more integrated and expected 
aspect of one's surroundings. Illness and death at earlier age occurred far more often, but today 
there has been a shift along with the improvements caused by industrialisation and technologisation.  
Death has moved further away from us as an unnatural distinct scary thing, and it makes human 
perhaps even more scared of what is left unknown in life. 
     The former section has been an example of the scientific attitude of exploitation that made us 
want to understand, quantify and dominate nature. This attitude is still prevalent, today, although we 
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now have a greater awareness of our dependency on nature as the consequences of this mechanical 
attitude have become impossible to avoid. The attitude of seeing nature most of all as a resource, is 
a dominant one, but a variety of opposing views on nature exist. For example we can also still 
observe the romantic spirit today. When people make holidays, they often tend to escape the city 
and live “close to nature”, to experience the “untouched and authentic” nature. Nature is regarded as 
a place to relax, and something beautiful. Although we fear the “unknown”, nature may also create 
a feeling of “the sublime”.  We cannot fully grasp nature's powers, but the awareness that we as 
individuals are just a small constituent of something greater, something grand can fill us with 
delight. This seems contradicting to the just outlined mechanical view, and shows again that we 
hold different attitudes at once, as their prevalence may depend on the situation. 
     With increased environmental problems, more and more claims for a sustainable treatment of 
nature are made. It is unavoidable to use nature as a resource, as our lives depend on it. Still, this 
attitude does not necessarily exclude an emotional or respectful attitude towards nature. 
     The before mentioned status quo in the Western societies forces us to re-evaluate our relation to 
nature, as the attempt to control, dominate and to separate us from it has with the environmental 
issues boomeranged on us. Approaching nature with exclusively exploitative attitudes, treating it as 
an inanimate object, is increasingly regarded as disadvantageous for nature as a whole, because we 
humans depend on it for maintaining an appropriate living standard. In this situation, a new 
environmental philosophy has emerged, mirrored for example in the attempt of “greening” the 
industry. There has been a return towards a more organistic understanding of nature focusing on 
interrelatedness, referring for example to the concept of “Craddle2Craddle” production, which is 
based on complete recyclable design, integrated in natures eco-system. This organistic 
understanding promotes a more nuanced and conscious attitude. This is also based on rational 
thinking, because it is motivated by human‟s self- protection, but sustainability can also entail an 
emotional view referring to various conservation projects.  
A dualism between culture and nature has evolved throughout history and has derived human from 
a sense of communality with other organisms, which has made an endangering exploitation of 
nature possible. As an alternative to this, an eco-centric philosophy towards nature, which promotes 
equality between all species, has become apparent. Thus, the question of the value of not only other 
species, but all organisms, has been put into discussion. Nevertheless some philosophers within the 
movement of environmental ethics argue that we have a special responsibility because we are 
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equipped with a moral capacity. Thus, there exists a paradox within these environmental 
philosophies. On the one hand they support the idea of an ecological egalitarianism, and on the 
other hand they grand human  beings a special status, due to this moral capacity.    
The just depicted existence of the various, sometimes contradicting attitudes, illustrates once again 
the complexity that lies behind the relationship humans have towards nature. By looking at the 
temporary relationship, characterized by a diversity of attitudes, we can conclude that attitudes 
visible in certain historical periods must have been much more nuanced as well. 
But, as we have made clear throughout our project, attitudes are complex, and to grasp all the 
nuances is impossible. Predominant attitudes outlined in the chapters are still apparent today. 
So how can we understand nature? We have come to realise that our understanding of it is a product 
of our thoughts, emotions and experiences. 
                                                            Conclusion 
In our project we have shown that “nature” is not one thing. Nature as such does not exist, it is a 
concept constructed by human beings. But although this concept is abstract, it entails concrete 
graspable entities and consequences, which we can affect, and which affect us. What nature is then 
depends to a certain degree on what we believe it to be. Our concepts of society, human nature, and 
nature mutually shape each other; nature is a question of attitudes. It becomes a complex interaction 
of beliefs and emotions, influenced by historical, cultural, and social circumstances. Nature is 
something out there, and something within us. We cannot provide a true definition of nature, but we 
believe that the broadest understanding of nature, meaning to embrace as many views as possible, is 
the best way to approach this concept. 
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Annex 1 
Definition of attitudes 
An attitude is a certain type of content of the human mind or consciousness which contains 
thoughts, reflections and emotions towards a certain thing or object. It is a certain mindset which is 
defined, not only through one‟s own individual emotions and thoughts, but also through social, 
geographical and historical conditions. E.g. a nation‟s attitude towards a certain thing, might inflict 
and play a part of the individuals attitude towards the same thing. The emotional aspect of an 
attitude plays an important part, thus it is first and foremost via our emotions we define things 
which we haven't met before. Furthermore because of the complexity attitudes consist of, one can 
have much contradicting attitudes towards the same object. E.g. one might find a painting attractive 
but in a repulsive way. ( Bendsten 2010 ) 
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Annex 2 
Chronological Order 
This section will briefly tell of the chronological order of the periods of time mentioned in the 
report. From the beginning it has been a wish not to make it a historical report, and therefore it was 
thought suitable to 'break' the time-linear order. However, to avoid any sort of confusion about the 
matter, we shortly present the mentioned periods of time in chronological order: 
 
Greek philosophers such as Plato (428-348 BC) and Aristotle's (384-322 BC) nature-philosophies 
would be echoed far into the times, when Christianity took its turn and spread out in the Western 
world - even though the thoughts of the philosophers were in some aspects quite different. Aristotle 
thought of the elements in nature as containing a soul and purpose. Plato made descriptions of the 
true and meaningful as something existing in a transcendental reality. This transcendental thought of 
nature continued into the Christian teachings of God, where God is placed outside nature, since he 
created it. However, Aristotle's animistic outline of nature also affected Christianity. The religion 
inherited trails of animistic traditions from the former pagan religions it conquered. A nice example 
could be origins of the word 'bless' - it derives from 'blothisojan', the sprinkling of blood at pagan 
holy ritiuals
*
.  
     The pagan traditions slowly ebbed away, since Genesis divided human from nature, and thus 
creating a dualism complete opposite to animism. The Cartesian dualism naturally grew out of the 
Christian understanding of nature understood as containing nothing holy. Influential philosophers 
and scientists, along with the ground-breaking industrialisation and scientification of society during 
the Enlightenment (from mid -17
th
 century to the late 1800s), marked a crucial shift and removed 
the dominating position of the church with its dogmatic approach to explain nature. Quantification 
and empiricism now conquered the authority of the church, making it possible to gain resources 
from nature, and therefore the controlling of it.  
     A revolt against this mechanisation of nature had its beginning, and in the late 1800s the period 
of Romanticism evolved. It was an era with a radically opposing attitude towards nature compared 
to its predecessor's. Nature was to be respected, because it was understood as a place to find peace 
                                                     
*
  Information of this was found on the Online Etymology Dictionary at http://www.etymonlin 
e.com/index.php?term=bless 
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and harmony. Nature's beauty was far more appreciated as something sublime, that could lift human 
consciousness to a greater level - discovering nature's totality, unity, and divinity made it possible to 
discover the likewise within you. Nature was understood as a grand thing and a place to learn 
something about oneself in contrast to the restricting society. It clearly shows how Romanticism 
was an era emphasising aesthetics. 
    Societal changes and influential figures of following periods could be mentioned, but the next  
part of our project that chronologically follows, takes place in recent decades. This leaves a rather 
big leap in our time-line, the 19
th
 century that is, which we reduce to be a time of increasing 
technologisation. Then it can bridge to the present decades of massive industrialism - in which the 
roots of new environmental philosophies has started to grow due to our climatic problems. As 
mentioned in the report, examples of that could be 'deep ecology', and the increasing claim for an 
industry of sustainability. 
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Annex 3 
Ganymed 
Wie im Morgenglanze 
Du rings mich anglühst, 
Frühling, Geliebter ! 
Mit tausendfacher Liebeswonne 
Sich an mein Herz drängt 
Deiner ewigen Wärme 
Heilig Gefühl, 
Unendliche Schöne ! 
 
Daß ich dich fassen möchst 
In diesen Arm ! 
Ach, an deinem Busen 
Lieg ich, schmachte, 
Und deine Blumen, dein Gras 
Drängen sich an mein Herz. 
Du kühlst den brennenden 
Durst meines Busens, 
Lieblicher Morgenwind ! 
Ruft drein die Nachtigall 
Liebend nach mir aus dem Nebeltal. 
 
Ich komm, ich komme ! 
Wohin? Ach, wohin? 
Hinauf ! Hinauf strebts. 
Es schweben die Wolken 
Abwärts, die Wolken 
Neigen sich der sehnenden Liebe. 
Mir ! Mir ! 
In euerm Schoße 
Aufwärts ! 
Umfangend umfangen ! 
Aufwärts an deinen Busen, 
Alliebender Vater! 
 
                   (Goethe ( around 1774 ) 1949: 322) 
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Annex 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sensations of an Infant Heart, 1999 Walton Ford 
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Annex 5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A monster from Guiny, 2007 Walton Ford  
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